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The production is of great importance, has given the play the only life it will ever 
know, but it is gone, in the end, and the pages are the only wall against which to 
throw the future or measure the past. 
—Lillian Hellman, Pentimento 
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ABSTRACT 
The period from the end of World War I through the 1950s has been called 
“the Golden Age of Drama on Broadway.”1 Subsumed within this period is 
another sort of golden age, of music in the American spoken theater, Broadway 
and beyond, c. 1935-60. Unlike more familiar, and better-studied, genres of 
dramatic music such as opera, ballet, and the Broadway-style musical, music 
composed for spoken dramas is neither a definitive part of the dramatic form nor 
integral to the work’s original conception. Rather, it is added in production, like 
sets, costumes, and lighting.  
This study traces the roots of this rich period of spoken-dramatic music to 
the collaboration of producer John Houseman, director Orson Welles, and 
                                                        
1 Ethan Mordden, All That Glittered: The Golden Age of Drama on Broadway, 1919-1959 (New York: 
St. Martin’s Press, 2007). 
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composer Virgil Thomson on the Federal Theatre Project, beginning in 1936. The 
musical ramifications of that collaboration eventually extended to include 
composers Paul Bowles and Marc Blitzstein, influential theater companies such 
as the Theatre Guild and Group Theatre, innovative directors such as Elia Kazan 
and Margo Jones, and major playwrights such as Lillian Hellman and Tennessee 
Williams. 
Following a consideration of the forces that gave rise to this musically rich 
nexus and the people, materials, and practices involved, three high-profile 
theatrical collaborations are examined, along with three scores that resulted from 
them: Thomson’s score for Houseman’s 1957 “Wild West” Much Ado About 
Nothing; Blitzstein’s score for Welles and the Mercury Theatre’s 1937-38 “anti-
Fascist” Julius Caesar; and Bowles’s score for the original production of 
Williams’s The Glass Menagerie (1944-45). Each score is located within the musico-
dramatic history that produced it, and analyzed within the context of the 
production for which it was written. This work aims to begin to recover a vast 
body of forgotten American dramatic music, to limn the role of the spoken 
theater in the careers of these three noteworthy American musical artists, to 
probe a busy intersection of high and commercial art forms, and to suggest 
music’s important role in the development of the American spoken theater.
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CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION 
Scope & Aims of the Study 
There is a shadowy figure making its way into the theatre who 
bears a striking resemblance to the personality known as The 
American Composer. [. . . T]his reference is not to the American 
Composer whom everybody in the theater knows, the Dick 
Rodgers, Harold Arlens, Cole Porters or Vernon Dukes; but rather 
to the Blitzsteins, Coplands, Thomsons and Bowles, composers 
from the world of the concert hall, whose names cause a wrinkling 
of brows in all but the most exclusive society. 
 
—Irving Kolodin, 19381 
 
Music critic and historian Irving Kolodin published these words in the pages of 
Theatre Arts Monthly in an article about contemporary American composers of 
progressive concert music and opera finding venues for their art in the 
commercial American theater. He named several well-known works to illustrate 
his observation—Virgil Thomson’s opera Four Saints in Three Acts, Aaron 
Copland’s children’s opera The Second Hurricane, Marc Blitzstein’s musical The 
Cradle Will Rock, Kurt Weill’s musical Johnny Johnson, and others—all 
experimental lyric-theater works that played popular theatrical venues on or 
near Broadway at the time. But Kolodin also included some examples that are 
                                                        
1 Irving Kolodin, “Concert Hall into Theatre,” Theatre Arts Monthly 22/10 (October 1938): 727. 
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less familiar today, such as Lehman Engel’s score for Sean O’Casey’s play Within 
the Gates, Paul Bowles’s music for the farce Horse Eats Hat, and Thomson’s work 
for the Federal Theatre’s Living Newspaper project, all examples of plays that 
incorporated music but that are not essentially lyric, in which the composer’s 
contribution was neither a definitive part of the form nor integral to the work’s 
conception (as in opera, ballet, musical theater, etc.). Rather, most of the music in 
this type of theater is added in production, like sets, costumes, and lighting. It is 
this theatrical genre—what the Germans call Sprechtheater—and its music—
Inzidenzmusik in German, musique de scène in French—that together form the topic 
of the present study: music for spoken dramas. 
Many composers of the period who made their names and careers in other 
musical genres moonlighted in the American spoken theater, some quite 
extensively. Yet the huge quantity of spoken-dramatic music they produced—
“incidental,” “occasional,” “background,” all inadequate terms—the practices it 
embodies, and its place within the histories of American music and drama, 
remain largely unexamined. With a few notable exceptions, mostly from the 
nineteenth century—Beethoven’s Egmont music, Mendelssohn’s A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream, Grieg’s Peer Gynt, Bizet’s L’Arlésienne—music written for spoken 
plays tends to be quickly forgotten since it retains little usefulness beyond the 
3 
productions for which it is originally conceived. Rarely these days will a theater 
director recycle music conceived for another director’s production, any more 
than s/he would overtly borrow another’s staging or lighting cues. Occasionally, 
the composer reuses such music by assembling it into a concert work—Copland’s 
Quiet City is one of the few well-known examples from the period of this study—
or by borrowing from it for a later, usually unrelated, composition. 
Three of the composers Kolodin named in his article made especially 
significant musical contributions to the history of the American spoken theater, 
all three cases involving an extended working relationship with a high-profile 
director, producer, or playwright. Thomson wrote music for over twenty spoken 
dramas, many in collaboration with producer-director John Houseman; the two 
worked together for over forty years in virtually every dramatic medium 
including theater both spoken and lyric, radio, television, and film. Blitzstein 
scored more than a dozen productions of spoken plays for stage, radio, and 
commercial recordings, including several with Orson Welles following their first 
collaboration, the storied 1937 premiere of The Cradle Will Rock. Bowles 
composed more than thirty spoken-theater scores and for a time was one of the 
most sought-after composers in the New York theater, before turning his focus 
from composition to literature and ethnomusicology; his music accompanied the 
4 
premieres of five Tennessee Williams plays including The Glass Menagerie, 
Summer and Smoke, and Sweet Bird of Youth. My study examines three scores, one 
by each of these composer, the productions for which they were written, and the 
collaborative contexts that produced them: Thomson’s score for Houseman’s 
1957 Much Ado About Nothing with the American Shakespeare Festival Theatre; 
Blitzstein’s score for Welles and the Mercury Theatre’s 1937-38 Julius Caesar; and 
Bowles’s score for the original production of Williams’s The Glass Menagerie 
(1944-45). Each production is historically significant in its own right, as is the 
collaboration that produced it, at the same time that each is in some ways 
representative of its composer and its collaborative context.  
Theater historian Ethan Mordden has called the period from the end of 
World War I through the 1950s “the Golden Age of Drama on Broadway.”2 This 
was also the period of the Federal Theatre Project (FTP) and the early Regional 
Theater Movement; of the new theatrical philosophies and practices of Artaud, 
Brecht, Meyerhold, Piscator, Stanislavsky, and others, finding their way from 
Europe and Russia onto American stages; and of an increasing influence from 
cinema on all forms of dramatic expression. It was a time when playwrights like 
                                                        
2 Ethan Mordden, All That Glittered: The Golden Age of Drama on Broadway, 1919-1959 (New York: 
St. Martin’s Press, 2007). 
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Edward Albee, Lillian Hellman, William Inge, Arthur Miller, Eugene O’Neill, 
Clifford Odets, Thornton Wilder, Williams, and others, produced many of their 
most important works, staples of the American canon, while visionary directors 
such as Margo Jones, Elia Kazan, Robert Lewis, and Welles experimented with 
new means and new ends—modernist, cinematic, populist—in the production of 
new plays and new interpretations of the classics. It was also the period when 
the emerging media of radio and television offered fresh opportunities of 
interpretation and dissemination to all the dramatic arts.  
Within this golden age is another, a sort of musical golden age in the 
American spoken theater, Broadway and beyond. The main chronological 
parameters of my study, ca. 1935-60, correspond more or less to this period rich 
with theater music—“the days” as composer Ned Rorem put it “when all plays 
had music”3—bounded at the far end by the FTP, that great dual experiment in 
employment aid and national theater building, and ending generally with new 
aesthetics developments in the 1960s, specifically with the final collaboration 
between Bowles and Williams in 1962. In fact, I propose that the roots of this 
                                                        
3 This is hyperbole, as we shall see, but it speaks to Zeitgeist and popular perception. Editor, 
“Composing for the Stage: An Interview with Ned Rorem,” Lincoln Center Theater Review 44 (Fall 
2007), 2, http://65.36.160.215/article.cfm?id_issue=10018106&id_article=31165812&page=1 
(accessed September 18, 2014). 
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phenomenon may be traced precisely to the FTP, which operated from 1935 to 
1939, where labor was cheap and maximum employment, including that of 
composers and musicians, was the goal. Even more specifically, it may be traced 
to the work of Houseman, Welles, and Thomson for the FTP, beginning in 1936 
when Houseman hired the other two to join him in the Project’s newly-formed 
New York Negro Theatre Unit. The three established a style of theatrical 
production that borrowed elements of cinema, newsreel, vaudeville, radio, even 
circus and opera, in a bid for broad popular appeal. The ramifications of that 
collaboration eventually extended to include Bowles and Blitzstein, and all three 
composers were increasingly sought in the 1940s by other theatrical production 
companies, such as the Theatre Guild and the Group Theatre; by directors such 
as Kazan and Lewis; and by playwrights such as Hellman and Williams. 
Evidence makes clear the influence of cinema on the amount and uses of 
music in the spoken theater during this period, especially with the 
standardization of synchronized sound in the early 1930s. I suggest a trend 
through this period toward greater integration of musical materials into spoken-
dramatic productions beyond the standard overtures, entr’actes, set pieces, and 
covering for scene changes, a trend directly related to film techniques. 
Houseman and Welles pioneered this integrative approach, offering top-notch 
7 
composers with progressive musical ideas, beginning with Thomson, a more 
significant role as members of their creative teams. Underscoring for dramatic 
effect, a staple of film practice, was used increasingly, and with increasing skill 
and subtlety, in spoken dramas of this period, in the theater and on radio and 
television. Welles’s theatrical style was often heavily indebted to film and radio 
techniques and it is no surprise that the FTP’s efforts, and especially those of 
Welles and Houseman, to bring theater to a broader audience should have 
drawn on the techniques used in those most popular of commercial media. Both 
Welles and Houseman went on to major film careers, and all three of the 
composers that form the focus of this study also wrote film scores. Williams’s 
was, in his time, the cinematic playwright par excellence.  
Especially in the cases of these three composers, their work in the spoken 
theater was more than merely parerga: it played an important part in the larger 
success and recognition that each went on to achieve, in terms of experience, 
connections, and financial gain. “It would be flattering” Kolodin wrote 
to declare that the theatre has profited as much by this 
collaboration as the composers have, but the facts assert otherwise. 
Unquestionably the principal benefits have accrued to the 
composers, who have won themselves a prominence of which they 
may have dreamed, but despaired of realizing. They were 
celebrities before this in the circles that patronize the League of 
Composers’ concerts, or those at the New School for Social 
8 
Research or the Yaddo Festivals, but that is a small territory. [. . .] 
Encountering a mountainous public indifference to their work in 
the concert halls of the land—where a single performance of a 
concerto or a symphony is considered a triumph by the composer 
fortunate enough to persuade a conductor to favor his work, and 
repetitions are unheard of—these composer have gone elsewhere in 
quest of an audience, achieving a success undoubtedly beyond 
their most optimistic expectations.  
 
Kolodin made an important point here: in the 1930s, all three composers were 
struggling to find audiences for their progressive, often experimental, musical 
ideas and all three found it first in the theater. Even after achieving broad 
recognition in the decades that followed, they continued to write for the spoken 
theater, largely as a result of the strong collaborative relationships they had 
developed there earlier in their careers.  
All three composers made parallel careers of sorts as writers. Thomson 
was quite possibly the most influential and high-profile music critic in the 
country during his years at the New York Herald Tribune and wrote several books 
on the music of his time. Bowles, too, produced a significant body of music 
criticism, though the popular success he achieved as a writer of fiction—
especially with his first novel, The Sheltering Sky (1947), and his first collection of 
short stories, The Delicate Prey and Other Stories (1950), as well as travel literature 
about North Africa—eventually outstripped his legacy as a musician. Blitzstein, 
9 
too, made significant contributions to the music criticism of his era, mainly in the 
pages of Modern Music. (All three men contributed significantly to this important 
publication.) Within the theater world, Blitzstein was known as much for his 
work as a playwright as a composer, thanks to the success of The Cradle Will Rock.  
 
Justification for the Study 
What music scholar H. Stephen Wright wrote about film music in 1989 
applies even today to spoken-theater music: a huge body of work “for which 
there is virtually no bibliographic control, very limited or nonexistent access, and 
only the most minimal attempts at preservation [. . .] much of which must be 
‘reconstructed’ before it can be studied or played.”4 Like film music, spoken-
theater music is contingent upon an extra-musical medium for much of its 
meaning, but that medium is short-lived, since a theatrical production—unless it 
is filmed—cannot be preserved intact. Even in 1941, composer and critic Samuel 
L. M. Barlow noted the neglect: 
Many a play on Broadway has thirty or forty minutes of incidental 
music, all laboriously run up by a carefully chosen composer. Such 
music, at least in length, is as considerable as a concerto or short 
symphony. It is the kind of work that attracts the best composers, 
                                                        
4 H. Stephen Wright, “The Materials of Film Music,” in Film Music 1, ed. Clifford McCarty (New 
York: Garland, 1989), 4. 
 
10 
because it is the only kind that pays properly, because there is 
reasonable hope of more than one performance, and because it 
allows of experiments alien to Carnegie Hall and generally 
congenial to the modern temperament. The tradition is an 
honorable one [. . .] Mozart, Beethoven, Mendelssohn, Grieg, 
Debussy—I can think of few composers, in fact, who have not 
written incidental music. And the negligence (or perhaps it is 
indifference) which has kept our music critics away from the door 
of the theatre is as deplorable for the critic as for the composer.5 
 
As Barlow saw it, the noteworthy work being done by his contemporary 
colleagues in the American spoken theater was unjustly neglected by musical 
commentators of the day. The situation since then has not changed, nor have 
historian redressed the omission.  
The aim of the present study is to reduce this musicological neglect. More 
specifically, my goal is twofold:  
1)  To probe the phenomenon whereby a markedly high degree of musical 
sophistication made its way from the concert hall and opera house into the 
mainstream spoken theater during this period, to examine the forces that 
gave rise to and sustained that phenomenon, and to examine key practices 
that characterized it;  
2)  To study in depth the spoken-theatrical art of three of the most important 
composers responsible for the development and progress of this 
                                                        
5 Samuel L. M. Barlow, “In the Theatre,” Modern Music 18/2 (January-February 1941): 126. 
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phenomenon, all of whom hold significant places in the history of 
American culture.  
Considering the importance of the theatre to the career of each of the composers 
under consideration here, the examination and contextualization of this music 
expands and deepens our understanding of their biographies and respective 
bodies of work. It reveals aspects of the composer’s relationship to a specific 
play, and drama generally, while providing specific insight into historically 
significant interpretations of the plays in question. In a broader historical context, 
such knowledge adds to our comprehension of Zeitgeist, enhancing our 
understanding of the landscape of American music and American musical 
modernism by considering an area of musical endeavor to this point left largely 
unexamined. I hope that this study will also help to open a scholarly space 
within which the work of some of the many less-well-known composers whose 
focus and mastery were specific to the theatre, may be recalled and inserted into 
the appropriate narratives of American music history.  
Little of this work has been done before, with the exception of some 
cursory musical analysis by John Cage of some of Thomson’s theater scores, and 
Howard Pollack’s unusually thorough (though still relatively slight) coverage of 
Blitzstein’s spoken-theatrical work in his recent biography of the composer. In 
12 
these cases, I have aimed to supplement the existing material with additional 
research and analysis. Individually, each of the chapters that forms the core of 
this study constitutes the most complete history of its subject to date; all together, 
they unite into a fairly detailed picture of musical activity in the American 
spoken theater during this period. 
Theater scholar Kim Baston has suggests that “an absence of frameworks 
that consider how music functions in theater might account for lack of 
consideration of music within scholarship on theatre”.6 Baston’s thought-
provoking premise cannot, however, account for the neglect of this music by 
musicologists. For better or worse, the object itself accounts for the lacuna. It is 
ephemeral, it means little outside the context of the drama, thus it is rarely 
published and, unlike film, the productions for which it is created leave behind 
no easily-studied artifactual whole. We tend to think of these scores—if we think 
of them at all—merely as bits and pieces of Gebrauchsmusik, purely functional 
fragments all but devoid of compositional authority or organic unity with little 
or no meaning as art and minimal value as historic artifacts: in Blitzstein’s words, 
“little lifeless abandoned musical bits.” As musicologist Elizabeth Paley 
                                                        
6 Kim Baston, “Scoring Performance: The Function of Music in Contemporary Theatre and 
Circus” (PhD diss., La Trobe University, 2008), 10. 
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observes: “Immersed in an analytic culture that privileges unity in music, we too 
often ignore musics that do not meet organic ideals of wholeness.”7 Add to that 
the circumscribed and frequently ancillary role of the composer in the process of 
producing a play, and the fact that composers often take theater work to earn a 
living when other jobs are scarce, and the result is a less-than-glamorous object of 
the musicological gaze. Explication of the music is contingent upon knowledge 
of the plays, specific productions, and theater practice in general. “The music 
created for theatrical productions is notoriously ephemeral” writes musicologist 
Annette Davison. “It is not uncommon to find that the only information about a 
production’s music to survive is a credit for the composer and/or performers in 
the play’s program or playbill and, occasionally, a few lines about the music in 
reviews of the play.” Primary sources are scattered across the country, difficult to 
access and interpret. Many are lost. Biographies and reference sources that name 
the works usually say little or nothing about the nature of the music, its role in 
the production for which it was conceived, or what it might reveal about musical 
practice, historical context, the sensibilities of the artists involved, or in some 
cases even the play itself. Often, the lists of works for composers in Grove Music 
                                                        
7 Elizabeth Sara Paley, “Narratives of ‘Incidental’ Music in German Romantic Theater” (PhD 
diss., University of Wisconsin, Madison), 1998. 
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Online do not specifically list spoken-theater scores. For example, the works list 
for composer Deems Taylor merely indicates “incid music” with no further 
details. For Lehman Engel, quite possibly the most prolific of all American 
composers of spoken-dramatic music, only nine productions are named for 
which he provided music or musical input, followed by an indication of “c45 
others.” For nearly half of Bowles’s spoken-theater output, all that is indicated is 
“c15 other incid scores.” 
Regarding the other three composers Kolodin named in the article quoted 
above, all might seem, at first glance, to deserve a place in this study. Ultimately, 
I needed to establish reasonable parameters, since the field is so vast. Copland 
was omitted because his work in the spoken theater was relatively negligible 
both to his own career and to the history of the American theater generally. He 
wrote music for five spoken dramas, including the American premiere of Hans 
Chlumberg’s Miracle at Verdun (1931); the Mercury Theatre’s ill-fated Five Kings, 
Part I (1939); a puppet play, From Sorcery to Science (1939); Irwin Shaw’s Quiet 
City, which never even made it out of previews and would no doubt be 
completely forgotten today were it not for the orchestral work Copland made 
from his music for it; and a television play, The World of Nick Adams (1957), based 
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on short stories by Ernest Hemingway.8 Copland’s 1925 orchestral suite, Music for 
the Theatre, was conceived as a concert work and was not associated with any 
theatrical production, though its very existence suggests, even at that early date, 
the theater as a source of modernist musical inspiration. His relationship to 
certain theatrical groups and artists is, however, examined briefly in Chapter 
Two, below. 
With over fifty theater scores to his name, Lehman Engel was a prolific—
perhaps the most prolific—composer for the American spoken theater in this 
period and holds a noteworthy place in its history but, unlike the three chosen 
for this study, he did not have a significant presence in the landscape of 
American musical modernism outside the theater (except as a conductor).9 I will, 
however, mention one singular contribution Engel made both to the field of 
American spoken-theater music and to its historical record: in 1953, he published 
a volume of theater-music scores entitled Music for the Classical Tragedy, which 
                                                        
8 Howard Pollack. "Copland, Aaron." Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford 
University Press 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy.bu.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/06422 
(accessed August 19, 2015). 
 
9 Though he seems to have worked with nearly every major director of the period, Engel’s most 
extended collaborative relationship appears to have been with director Margaret Webster. So 
seemingly ubiquitous was Engel’s presence in the New York spoken theater during this period 
that a next logical step in studying its music would be an in-depth consideration of Engel’s 
contribution to it.  
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may be unique not only in the history of the field but in the whole history of 
American music publishing. In the introduction to this volume, the composer 
wrote that he hoped the publication might “serve more purposes for the off-
Broadway theatre than its four titles alone may indicate.”10 Those titles, all by 
Shakespeare, are Hamlet, Julius Caesar, Macbeth, and Romeo and Juliet. He 
continued: “it is my considered opinion that by a judicious selection of this 
music, the astute director may compile incidental music for use in the production 
not only of any other Shakespearian tragedy but also of any other classical 
tragedy.”11 In effect, Engel created a do-it-yourself, one-size-fits-all collection of 
theater cues, not unlike those often used to accompany early film. Though the 
entire volume is notated for keyboard, he provided a guide to expanded 
instrumentation at the end of the volume, preceded by a “Classification Index” in 
which all cues are grouped into functional categories: “Fanfares,” “Marches,” 
“Bridges,” and what he called “Incidental Music,” by which he meant to indicate 
music intended to be played during a scene for mood (see the discussion of the 
term below). It is a fascinating volume, both for its rather ingenious system and 
                                                        
10 Lehman Engel, preface to Music for the Classical Tragedy (New York: Harold Flammer, Inc., 
1953), n.p. 
 
11 Ibid. 
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for its utterly practical approach to the application of music to spoken drama. 
Though many of Kurt Weill’s works for the American theater are difficult 
to categorize, nearly all can be regarded as lyric-theatrical forms of one kind or 
another as defined above: works in which music was an essential part of the 
conception. Of the seven titles that Grove Music Online includes under the 
heading “Incidental Music”—High Wind in Jamaica (1936, evidently a stage 
adaptation of Richard Hughes’s novel of the same name), Sidney Howard’s 
Madam, Will You Walk? (1939), Elmer Rice’s Two on an Island (1939), Maxwell 
Anderson’s Your Navy (1942), and Ben Hecht’s three “pageants” Fun to Be Free 
(1941), We Will Never Die (1943), and A Flag Is Born (1946)—parts survive only for 
the first two, and Weill appears to have been involved in the original conception 
and development of the last three.12 Though he did work on several occasions 
with Anderson, the products of that collaboration, other than Your Navy, are all 
unequivocally lyric-dramatic forms. 
 
                                                        
12 David Drew and J. Bradford Robinson, "Weill, Kurt," Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online. 
Oxford University Press, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy.bu.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/30032 
(accessed September 9, 2015). See also Stephen Hinton, Weill’s Musical Theater: Stages of Reform 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012), 6, 255, 391. 
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Surveying the Scholarly Field 
There are, to my knowledge, precisely two scholarly musicological studies 
predating the present one devoted specifically to music composed for the mid-
twentieth-century American spoken theater, May Burton’s “A Study of Music as 
an Integral Part of the Spoken Drama in the American Professional Theatre: 1930-
1955,” and Annette Davison’s “Dramas with Music: Tennessee Williams’s A 
Streetcar Named Desire and the Challenges of Music for the Postwar Stage,” both 
of which have informed my work significantly and both of which are reviewed at 
length below. Since the “scholarly canon” on American spoken-theater music is 
so small, I have broadened the scope of my literature survey to include other 
music for English-language spoken drama. However, the farther back in time the 
subject of that scholarship, the less useful is the context it provides. Thus, recent 
work on nineteenth- and twentieth-century music for non-lyric English-language 
theater (in England and Australia) is considered briefly in order to position my 
own study within broad generic parameters and highlight the various types of 
scholarship already published in relation to music and the English-language 
spoken drama. 
In 2008, Australian theater scholar Kim Baston completed her dissertation 
entitled “Scoring Performance: The Function of Music in Contemporary Theatre 
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and Circus,” in which she proposes “a framework of term for the analysis of 
music within the theatrical mise-en-scène [. . .] in relation to both reception and 
artistic intention.”13 Thus her study is not historical but essentially theoretical 
and, to some degree, practical. She identifies four “broad processes” of music in 
theater: “music as structure; music as intervention; cinematic music; and music 
as engagement.”14 She breaks these down further into “six frames under which 
the function of [theater] music can be considered: emotional, diegetic, 
metadiegetic, temporal, spatial and formal.”15 The result is a complex system by 
which music in various forms of contemporary theater, including circus, may be 
understood and discussed in terms of its function within the production—what 
Baston calls “the Why”; its character as sound—“the What”; and its means of 
production, transmission, and signification—“the How.”16 One of the expressed 
aims of her work is “to investigate how music and theatre interact and [. . .] how 
knowledge of each form can be communicated between the theatre practitioner 
                                                        
13 Baston, “Scoring Performance,” 9. 
 
14 Ibid., 10. 
 
15 Ibid., 11. 
 
16 Ibid., 61, 78, 84. 
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and the musician.”17 She proposes a discursive system, with rich examples from 
contemporary practice, potentially useful to both artists and theorists—but of 
limited use to the historian until the work of retrieval and reconstruction is 
undertaken. 
In contrast to Baston’s theoretical system based in contemporary practice, 
Michael Pisani’s “Music for the Theatre: Style and Function in Incidental Music,” 
an essay published in 2004, is a true history, albeit a brief one, of “the normative 
practices in professional theatres during the Victorian and Edwardian years 
(including not only those in Great Britain but also New York City, where plays, 
managers, actors, and technical staff were often imported from London).”18 
Pisani begins by briefly tracing the origins of the term “incidental music,” noting 
that “Webester’s places its entrance into the English language in 1864”, prior to 
which such music had no consistent epithet (my choice to avoid this term in the 
present study is discussed below).19 He also notes the generic confusion, at least 
for the historian, that existed in an age and culture where virtually no theatrical 
event was without music, and where terms like “pantomime,” “burlesque,” 
                                                        
17 Ibid., 9. 
 
18 Michael Pisani, “Music for the Theatre: Style and Function in Incidental Music,” in Kerry 
Powell, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Victorian and Edwardian Theatre (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004), 71. 
 
19 Pisani, “Music for the Theatre,” 71. 
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“burletta,” “spectacle,” “farce,” “travesty,” “extravaganza,” even “opera” and 
“ballet,” could each designate a range of musico-theatrical types.  
Inevitably, Pisani comes round to a discussion of melodrama, both as a 
musical technique and as a theatrical genre. As a technique, it is, in its most 
fundamental form, what would later come to be called (especially in cinema) 
underscoring: music from a source outside the world of the narrative, written to 
be played while an actor recites (spoken) lines. Pisani suggests that, at least 
during the nineteenth century, the primary function of this music was “to assist 
the actors in establishing and sustaining the emotional pitch at any given 
moment of the play,” an interesting foil to the usual understanding of 
underscoring in cinema, where the music is generally added (post-production) 
entirely for its intended effect upon the spectator.20 As a genre, nineteenth-
century melodrama may be considered a form of lyric theater, so integral was 
music to its conception and its generic identity. In this genre, music, used more 
or less pervasively, constituted a well-defined semiotic system employed in 
conjunction with the dramatic action as an auxiliary narrative device to indicate 
                                                        
20 Ibid. 
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or intensify dramatic intent and, thus, spectator response.21 As theater scholar 
Julian Mates suggests in his article on American lyric theater of the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries, “[i]t was probably the music more than any other 
factor that was crucial to melodrama and that helped it slip easily into an 
American musical tradition.”22 (Pisan has recently published a monograph on the 
subject of nineteenth-century Anglo-American melodrama; I regret that I was 
unable to examine it for the present study.23) 
Pisani groups music for spoken dramas during the Victorian period into 
three types: (1) re-used (and perhaps adapted) scores from earlier productions; 
(2) scores compiled from various preexisting sources; and (3) newly composed 
scores.24 “[T]he overwhelming majority of evidence” he writes “[. . .] suggests 
that, during most of the nineteenth century, actor-managers required new music 
                                                        
21 In fact, a remarkably large body of scholarship exists around nineteenth-century melodrama. 
My admittedly cursory description here is derived primarily from Sarah Hibberd and Nanette 
Nielson, “Music in Melodrama: ‘The Burden of Ineffable Expression?’,” Nineteenth Century 
Theatre and Film 29/2 (Winter 2002): 30-39. Pisani recently published a book-length study of the 
subject: Michael V. Pisani, Music in the Melodramatic Theatre in Nineteenth-Century London and New 
York (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press,2014). 
 
22 Julian Mates, “The First Hundred Years of the American Lyric Theater,” American Music 1/2 
(Summer 1983): 29. 
 
23 Michael V. Pisani, Music in the Melodramatic Theatre in Nineteenth-Century London and New York, 
Studies in Theatre History and Culture, ed. Heather S. Nathans (Iowa City: University of Iowa 
Press, 2014). 
 
24 Pisani, “Music for the Theatre,” 76. 
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for a new play”.25 Music, he states, generally became the property of the 
manager, though manuscript parts are known to have circulated among theaters. 
Even the best theaters in American, Pisani notes, tended to use small ensembles 
of under twenty players, whereas in London they were frequently larger. (The 
numbers dwindled even farther here during and after the Great Depression, so 
that the majority of the music covered in the present study is true chamber music 
for fewer than ten musicians.) 
Two other dissertations over the past three decades or so round out the 
broader field: “Music in Theatre: Towards a Methodology for Examining the 
Interaction of Music and Drama in Theatre Works of the Twentieth Century” by 
British music and drama scholar Millie Taylor (2000); and “The Incidental Music 
of Benjamin Britten: A Study and Catalogue of His Music for Film, Theatre and 
Radio” by British musicologist Philip Reed (1987). Like Baston, Taylor proposes a 
theoretical-analytic system that “might form the basis of a method for analyzing 
the interaction of music and drama in the theatre.”26 To develop and test her 
theories, Taylor draws examples from one non-lyric theatrical genre, 
                                                        
25 Ibid., 77. 
 
26 Millie Taylor, “Music in Theatre: Towards a Methodology for Examining the Interaction of 
Music and Drama in Theatre Works of the Twentieth Century” (PhD diss., University of Exeter, 
2000), 2. 
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contemporary British commercial pantomime, and two lyric-theatrical works: 
Brecht and Weill’s operatic Aufstieg und Fall der Stadt Mahagonny and a 
contemporary experimental musical-theater work. Like Burton, Taylor draws 
concepts from film-music studies to help analyze musical function in relation to 
drama. Reed’s massive study covers in detail all of Britten’s work in the various 
spoken-dramatic media—theater, radio, and film—including his music for 
American theater and radio productions, both during his time in this country 
from 1939 to 1942, and even after he had returned to live in England (see Chapter 
Two, below).27 
Thus we see that the work of theorizing music in non-lyric English-
language theater has been well-begun, but that the larger task of retrieving its 
history after the nineteenth century remains mostly incomplete. It is necessary to 
reach back to 1956 in order to find an extended study specifically devoted to 
music for the American spoken theater. May Elizabeth Burton’s dissertation, “A 
Study of Music as an Integral Part of the Spoken Drama in the American 
Professional Theatre: 1930-1955,” is particularly valuable in the present context 
because it covers much of the same period and was written “on the ground” 
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during that time: it is essentially a study of contemporary musical practice in the 
American spoken theater in the second quarter of the twentieth century. Burton 
began with a pronouncement full of implications for scholars coming after her: 
“It is important” she wrote  
that a study of the 1930-1955 period be made while it is still 
contemporary, since analysis at a later date would be hampered by 
a scarcity of detailed production records and the tendency not to 
copyright and publish theatre scores. Consequently, any accurate 
data about the status of music in our theatre must be gathered and 
recorded while the people responsible for music integration are 
available for reference and correspondence.28 
 
Burton’s words were not only astute, they were prophetic. The work she did in 
1956 would be impossible now and I gratefully acknowledge the value of her 
study as a context for my own, value both historic and historiographic. She 
included personal interviews with many of the practitioners whose work forms 
the object of her study (and mine) so that portions of it function as primary-
source material on the topic. It also serves as a record of the priorities of a 
scholar—and perhaps, by extension, some broader public—in the mid-twentieth 
century when the subject it covers was contemporary or still recent. It allows an 
instructive comparison between the scholarly methods necessary to research the 
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American Professional Theatre: 1930-1955” (PhD diss., University of Florida, 1956), ii. 
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topic in the present or near past—current data and literature, live performances, 
personal interviews, and so forth—versus the processes of archival 
reconstruction that become necessary once the present has passed firmly into 
“history.” 
Burton provided ample data to justify her finding in 1956 that “[t]he 
quantity of music performed as a supplement to spoken drama in the American 
professional theatre has gradually increased during the past twenty-five years” 
and that  
the percentage of spoken drama employing music, when compared 
to the total number of productions on Broadway, has increased 
from one per cent to twenty per cent. Fewer by half as many plays 
are being presented annually than at the beginning of the period, 
but five times as many of the plays that are presented have music 
incorporated into them.29 
 
She, too, marked the FTP as instrumental to this development: in reference to an 
interview she conducted with George Freedley, Director of Theatre Collections at 
the New York City Public Library, she noted that he  
gives the Federal Theatre directors, Hallie Flanagan, Orson Welles, 
Elmer Rice, and Robert Greene credit for influencing music in 
Government Theatre, and, in turn, for influencing the increased 
integration of music in commercial theatres. According to Freedley, 
the successful integration of music and spoken drama in these 
projects gave the first positive momentum to the growth of that 
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integration.30 
 
Prior to 1935, she suggested, and especially in the years from 1929-35, music for 
spoken dramas in New York was at a low ebb as the older style of orchestral 
overtures, entr’actes, set pieces, choruses, and such, were increasingly less 
financially tenable, and the newer “integrated” [i.e. cinematic] style had not yet 
found its footing.31 Its experimental nature, both as government enterprise and as 
theater producer, enabled the FTP to “authorize musical experiments on the 
basis of artistic contribution rather than cost,” which helped to improve “the 
long-standing tendency to use music as incidental, theatrical trimming.”32 
“Then,” Burton continued, “as producers regained some semblance of financial 
security, the lessons learned at government expense were employed 
commercially, [. . .] and in spite of the added expense, musicians were brought 
into the theatre for the sake of the artistic service they were able to render.”33 She 
located a second surge of musical activity in the American spoken theater after 
World War II, associated especially with the work of playwrights Tennessee 
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Williams, William Saroyan, and Arthur Miller, and directors Robert Lewis and 
Elia Kazan, all of whom “have frequently demonstrated skill in blending music 
and drama.”34 
 Burton’s study provides a wealth of hard data—data it would be difficult 
or impossible to gather today for that period—including detailed lists of 
Broadway plays that used music during each year covered by her study,35 
published and/or copyrighted spoken-theater music from the period, and a great 
deal of useful information on union regulations and activity, in addition to the 
author’s personal interviews with composers Blitzstein, Engel, and Thomson; 
producers Cheryl Crawford, Guthrie McClintic, and Irene Selznick; director-
playwright Marc Connelly; critics Brooks Atkinson, Samuel Barlow, John 
Beaufort, John Chapman, Walter Kerr, and Burns Mantle; and various union 
leaders, members, and theater-music contractors, most notably veteran 
contractor and theater musician Max Marlin. She received written responses to 
her questions from individuals unavailable for interviews, including Bowles, 
director Alfred Lunt, Miller, and composer Alex North. Though generally 
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35 This information can, in fact, be found for New York and several other regions of the country 
by a careful reading of the lists in the annual “Best Plays Theatre Yearbook” series. 
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somewhat simplistic in its analyses, both of historical trends and individual 
scores, Burton’s broad overview of the subject, with its richness of data, stands as 
an invaluable complement to the present study of specific composers and 
collaborations, especially meaningful by virtue of its temporal proximity to the 
milieu it examines.  
Equally significant for my work is the 2011 article “Dramas with Music: 
Tennessee Williams’s A Streetcar Named Desire and the Challenges of Music for 
the Postwar Stage,” in which musicologist Annette Davison reconstructs from 
primary-source materials the musical component of the original production of 
Streetcar and the processes surrounding its conception, development, and 
application. She begins by acknowledging the fact that an unusually rich amount 
of documentation survives regarding the music for the original Streetcar 
production thanks largely to some well-documented legal disputes over that 
music. My own work assembling archival materials for the present study has 
confirmed her assertion: Streetcar is a singularly rich source for the scholarly 
study of music for the American spoken theater and thus an ideal resumption of 
the topic four decades and more after May Burton’s work. Davison lays out 
precisely what Streetcar represents in terms of the scholarly field: 
a fascinating case study of musical practice in postwar theatre. It 
30 
stands at a nexus in terms of key shifts in the conceptualization of 
music and music for theatre: between the live and the recorded, 
scored versus improvised music, changing approaches to the 
authorship and ownership of jazz and musical arrangements, and 
the union’s classification system for music performed in theatres.36 
  
Considering the broader ramifications of her work, she writes: 
Does Streetcar’s music reflect standard practice for the period or 
was it unique? The proliferation of documentation regarding 
Streetcar’s music does, at least, enable us to form a more detailed 
picture of this production’s music than currently exists, and may 
thus help to move us further forward in answering this question”.37 
 
In fact, it is the move toward answering this question—and Davison’s fascinating 
work—that inspired the present study. More specifically, her article has 
provided a model for the examination of specific scores, productions, and artistic 
relationships here, as well as a guide for the development of my methodology. 
All the information that follows about Streetcar, its original production, and the 
history surrounding it, are from Davison’s article. 
Davison identifies two distinct musical layers in Streetcar, both written, to 
a certain extent, directly by Williams into the play itself. One layer, which she 
calls the “varsouviana cues” (Williams’s spelling), is based around a traditional 
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American tune, “Put Your Little Foot,” particularly associated with a 
waltz/mazurka-style dance known as the varsovienne that would have been 
popular in genteel Southern society when the lead character, Blanche Du Bois, 
was a young woman. This layer was composed/arranged by Max Marlin and 
performed by him on the Novachord, an electronic keyboard instrument with a 
distinctive timbre popular in the theater at the time (see Chapter Two, below). It 
forms an important part of the plot and functions in a very specific relation to 
Blanche. The other layer, which Davison labels the “jazz cues,” were played by a 
small jazz combo led by pianist John Mehegan. This layer, consisting of some 
newly-composed material by Mehegan and some improvisations on well-known 
tunes, served to create the atmosphere of the play’s setting in the French Quarter 
of mid-century New Orleans; occasionally to comment upon or counterpoint the 
action in various ways or, more stereotypically, to magnify the undercurrent of 
sexuality that characterizes the play (and much of Williams’s work); and, more 
traditionally, to open and close acts and cover scene changes. This configuration 
of musical “mis-en-scène” in Streetcar is almost identical to the one Williams (and 
Bowles) had created four years earlier for The Glass Menagerie (discussed in detail 
in Chapter Five, below). In both, source music in a clearly-identifiable vernacular 
style contrasts significantly with underscoring that operates on the level of 
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metadiegesis: Blanche’s progressively fractured psyched in Streetcar, Tom 
Wingfield’s memories in Menagerie. 
In fact, Davison notes that Bowles was Williams’s first choice to create the 
music for Streetcar, but he was unavailable at the time. Instead, Alan Lomax was 
hired as the production’s original music director, based upon his extensive 
knowledge of jazz and music of the southern United States. Due at least in part 
to some friction with Williams, he was soon replaced by Engel, a theater 
musician of vast experience and outstanding reputation, and Williams’s original 
second choice (after Bowles). Engel enlisted the aid of jazz-record producer 
George Avakian in choosing the musicians for the “jazz cues,” all professional 
jazzmen with sophisticated skills of jazz improvisation.  
Davison reconstructs the processes by which the soundscape of the 
production was developed, and the functions/contexts of each cue, in the process 
of which she touches upon some broader issues endemic to the time and milieu, 
including the positioning of the musicians in the theater—in the case of the jazz, 
for the desired effect of distance, as if the music were coming from down the 
street—and the attendant problems of electronic amplification. Finally, she 
examines the legal issues that plagued Streetcar’s music, including the battles 
between the show’s producer, Irene Selznick, and the New York Local 802 
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chapter of the American Federation of Musicians (AFM) regarding the show’s 
classification by the union as a “drama with music,” a classification that brought 
with it a significantly higher musical price tag than originally anticipated. 
Following Davison, I examine union classification and Selznick’s battles over 
them further in Chapter Two, below, in connection with a consideration of the 
role of the musicians’ union in the changing landscape of theater music during 
this time. Suffice it to say here that the records Davison uncovered of this legal 
battle preserved a great deal of information about the production’s music: 
Selznick, the Local 802, and the AFM all produced documents describing the 
production’s use of music, pro or contra the “drama with music” classification. 
As Davison notes, Selznick ultimately won her cases against the union and her 
production was reclassified as “drama” for the purposes of union regulation.  
No doubt encouraged by her first victory, Selznick’s soon took the union 
on again over the use of recorded music for the touring company of Streetcar. She 
requested the AFM allow her to record the music from the original production 
for use on tour. Per union regulations, she was prepared to pay an equal number 
of musicians in each location where the company played so that no city’s union 
was losing income for its members; her argument in favor of the use of 
recordings centered around the difficulties associated with consistent sound 
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levels in various theater and the fact that, for most of the jazz cues, no written 
score existed so that guaranteeing a consistent musical product from different 
improvising musicians in each city could prove problematic. This was 1948, 
during the second of the two recording bans of the 1940s by the AFM, and the 
union refused Selznick’s request on the grounds that it would compromise their 
position in relation to the ban. The following year, Davison reveals, even after the 
official ban had ended, the AFM would not allow Selznick to record the Streetcar 
music for fear, somehow, somewhere, live musicians would be displaced. The 
issue became even more urgent when the show began to play outside the United 
States. Eventually, through a series of remarkable cloak-and-dagger maneuvers 
outlined in detail by Davison, an illegal recording was made in defiance of the 
union. No sooner was that accomplished than Selznick received word that the 
AFM had finally decided to allow her to make her recordings. But it appears that 
no legal recording was ever made. Davison was unable to discover why—given 
the obvious inadequacies of the illegal recording—a new set was not recorded 
once the authorization was received from the AFM, but she discovered the 
illegally-made recording among Selznick’s papers in the Howard Gottlieb 
Archival Research Center at Boston University. One of the most remarkable 
components of Davison’s work involved obtaining a copy of that recording and 
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playing it for Avakian, who had assisted with the music for the original 
production. She writes of  
his disappointment at what must have happened to the music 
through the many performances, and two companies, since the 
production’s debut on Broadway. [. . . He] was dismayed at the 
performances; they were only a pale imitation of those that he had 
been instrumental in producing from the players who had opened 
the show on Broadway [. . .]. He suggests that a better sense of the 
sound of these performances can be heard via the recordings of 
Sidney Bechet with Bob Wilber’s Wildcats that he made in July 
1947.38 
 
This is the kind of first-hand knowledge of the sounds of such a historic 
performance that it is now virtually impossible to obtain. It is also a note of 
caution about how we listen to these sorts of production recordings in the few 
cases where they exist, and what we infer from them, given that they are 
frequently made well after the production for which they were originally 
conceived. (In Chapter Five, below, the various extant recordings of Bowles’s 
music for The Glass Menagerie from the period are compared, revealing 
significant, and in most cases now inexplicable, variability.) 
 The recording battle was not the last associated with the original Streetcar. 
In 1950, a suit was brought against Selznick’s production company, as well as 
Kazan and Engel personally, on behalf of the estate of Jelly Roll Morton, some of 
                                                        
38 Ibid., 425. 
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whose music had served as the inspiration for the original “jazz cues.” As it 
turned out, two of the tunes that were actually used in the show had rather long 
and complicated associations with Morton, though everyone involved with 
Streetcar apparently believed them to be public domain material (perhaps Lomax 
might have known better?). At any rate, Selznick and her company settled this 
one out of court. Finally, in 1958, Marlin sued the Selznick Company over 
remuneration he felt he deserved for his work as composer/arranger of the 
“varsouviana cues.” His case was dismissed based upon a statute of limitations. 
 Davison concludes her essay with a summary of the situation regarding 
scholarly research into the music of the American spoken theater during the mid-
twentieth century: 
With perhaps the exception of canonic musicals, relatively little is 
known about theatre music in New York in the postwar period. 
The wealth of surviving documentation concerning Streetcar’s 
music suggests, however, that it may be possible that more 
information survives than we have thus far assumed. Though we 
may already be too late to obtain oral histories from the musicians, 
directors, and producers, as more and more archives are made 
accessible to the researcher, and as finding aids for such archives 
are digitized and published online, so it may become possible to 
build a much more rich and detailed picture of the use of music in 
theatrical productions in the postwar period.39 
 
Hopefully, the present study may form a part of that “rich and detailed picture.” 
                                                        
39 Ibid., 429. 
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In addition to the several works reviewed here, biographical scholarship 
has played a vital role in the present study. The most significant piece of 
scholarship associated specifically with Blitzstein’s spoken-theater work is 
Howard Pollack’s 2010 biography of the composer, Mark Blitzstein: His Life, His 
Work, His World. Its incorporation of brief analyses of many of the composer’s 
spoken-theater scores is unprecedented and has served as a useful starting point 
for my own chapter on Blitzstein. Similarly, John Cage’s musical analysis of 
Thomson’s spoken-theater scores through 1956, included in Virgil Thomson: His 
Life and Music, published in 1959, has served as a helpful resource in constructing 
a history of Thomson’s work in the spoken theater, though Cage’s analyses tend 
to focus on the sorts of abstract musical details that were important to Cage 
himself, but say virtually nothing about the relationship of the music to the 
drama. Where his analyses have been most pertinent to my work is in identifying 
musical relationships among some of Thomson’s theater scores and between the 
theater scores and his other non-theatrical works. Though the biographical 
literature on Bowles is by far the largest of the three composers under 
consideration here, thanks to his stature as an author, virtually nothing has been 
written about his music for the spoken drama beyond titles and a few disparate 
details here and there. Excellent bio-bibliographies exist for all three men: 
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Leonard Lehrman’s Marc Blitzstein: A Bio-Bibliography, Jeffrey Miller’s Paul 
Bowles: A Descriptive Bibliography, and Michael Meckna’s Virgil Thomson: A Bio-
Bibliography; all have been invaluable to my work. Other biographical sources 
that have proved useful in the construction of chronologies and context include 
Mark the Music: The Life and Work of Marc Blitzstein by Eric Gordon; An Invisible 
Spectator: A Biography of Paul Bowles by Christoper Sawyer-Lauçanno; Paul Bowles: 
Romantic Savage by Gena Dagel Caponi; Paul Bowles: A Life by Virginia Spencer 
Carr; and Virgil Thomson: Compose on the Aisle by Anthony Tommasini. Both 
Bowles and Thomson published autobiographies, and the extensive memoirs of 
John Houseman provide a good deal of information about his work with all three 
composers and Welles (always keeping in mind the potentially ambiguous 
reliability of these types of sources). Collections of correspondence to and from 
Bowles and Thomson have been published, as have various interviews with the 
two artists. Additionally, I have plumbed the published music criticism and 
commentary by all three composers. Further information has been gleaned from 
the large bodies of scholarship, both biographical and critical, that exist on 
Welles and Williams though, in general, these address music only peripherally. 
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Methodology 
I have not chosen to avoid the commonly-used term “incidental music”40 
(except when quoting the work of others) merely because of its potentially 
negative connotations—incidental as inconsequential or dispensable—even 
though, to the present study at least, the music it designates is clearly both 
consequential and indispensable—but, rather, because it is imprecise, its many 
meanings and implications cluttering up its semiotic function as a musical 
designation. For example, the term is sometimes used to refer to all music in a 
spoken-dramatic production, regardless of placement or function; other times 
only to instrumental music—one occasionally finds the phrase “incidental music 
and songs” used in a theater playbill; elsewhere, it might designate only set 
pieces such as overtures, entr’actes, songs, etc., but not music that accompanies 
dialogue, or underscoring that is not source music; at other times, exactly the 
opposite.41 The two other terms most commonly encountered during the period, 
“occasional music” and “background music,” are equally imprecise, albeit in 
                                                        
40 For a history of the term, see Roger Savage, "Incidental Music," Grove Music Online, Oxford 
Music Online (Oxford University Press), 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy.bu.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/43289 
(accessed September 9, 2015). 
 
41 See, for example, Norman O’Neill, “Music to Stage Plays,” Proceedings of the Musical Association 
37 (1910-11): 88. 
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different ways, and therefore equally inadequate. The designations I have 
chosen—“music for the spoken theater,” “spoken-theater music,” “music for 
spoken drama,” and so forth—while slightly more cumbersome, are exact yet 
neutral, adequate to cover all the musical types involved, e.g. songs, dances, 
fanfares and other diegetic or plot-based music; overtures, entr’actes and other 
framing-types of music; as well as underscoring, at the same time that they serve 
as precise descriptors of function without implying any judgment of that 
function.  
One imagines the job of writing music for the spoken theater must be a 
tricky one, requiring a composer to produce more or less fragmentary musical 
cues—the individual musical sections of a theater score—in close conformity 
with, and essentially subjugated to, a theatre director’s dramatic conception, 
musical bits and pieces intended to create or enhance a mood; motivate, 
comment upon, or add a layer of subtext to a dramatic scene or event; help 
define character, situation, or dramatic space; recall or foreshadow some aspect 
of the narrative; or accompany a piece of stage business or scene change—music 
conceived and existing in a very specific and highly contingent relationship to 
the dramatic text. Given this state of extreme musical contingency, I have aimed 
to embed each layer of the present study firmly within multiple contexts, 
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historical and musicological, biographical, collaborative, narrative, and artistic. 
In fact, the development of a methodology for studying spoken-theater music is a 
central component of my work here, a methodology by which this music might 
be meaningfully retrieved and reexamined in a scholarly context that still 
conveys something of its performative/dramatic origins and significance. 
 Chapter One serves to introduce the topic of music in the American 
spoken theater c. 1935 to 1960, to lay out the parameters and goals of the study 
that follows, justify the undertaking in both historic and artistic terms, position it 
within an appropriate field of scholarship, and explain its methodology. Chapter 
Two establishes a foundation for the work that follows by positing the notion of 
a golden age of sorts for music in the American spoken theater during this 
period, providing evidence for such a view, and considering important 
individuals, organizations, and forces that produced and sustained it. It also 
examines some general elements of spoken-theater-music praxis during the 
period, and the various forces, practical and aesthetic, internal and external, that 
came to bear upon that praxis. Chapter Two ends with a consideration of some 
implications of the queer sexuality of Thomson, Blitzstein, and Bowles in relation 
to their work in the spoken theater. 
 Chapters Three, Four, and Five cover the composers, collaborations, and 
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specific productions outlined above. The products of each collaboration are 
positioned within a complete chronological history of the composer’s work in the 
spoken theater constructed from all existing published biographical sources as 
well as extensive archival research. Brief mention of the composers’ work in 
other dramatic genres (opera, ballet, musical theater, film, radio, and television) 
provides more-familiar guideposts and adds an additional layer of historical 
context and chronological positioning. Each chapter begins with an introduction 
to the composer as dramatist and to the collaboration that helps anchor his work 
in theatrical history. These admittedly data-driven overviews serve several 
purposes:  
1)  To present each composer’s spoken-theater work in its entirety 
from beginning to end, as comprehensively and in as much detail 
as space and existing records allow—a task never before 
undertaken for these three composers (or any American composer 
of comparable significance to American theater history, that I know 
of); this also allows a thorough presentation of the archival record; 
2)  To emphasize the importance of that work within American theater 
history, thereby justifying its inclusion in the study; and to 
emphasize the importance of the specific collaboration to the 
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composer’s career and to the history of the American theater;  
3)  To present as broad a picture of musical practice in the American 
spoken theater of the era as the three-composer focus allows.  
Each chapter ends with the close examination and analysis of a single 
theater score, the product of the collaboration under examination, positioned 
within a narrative “re-creation” of the play that hews as closely to the specific 
production for which the score was conceived and produced and in which it was 
originally received as extant records allow. Through the analyses of these scores 
within the contexts of their original production and reception, I aim for a 
teleology that engages with this forgotten music in something close to its original 
creative and dramatic milieu. A full transcription of each score (all previously 
unpublished) is included, broken down into individual cues and distributed as 
musical examples throughout the analysis. Little effort is made to theorize this 
music in terms of the concert hall—that is, in absolute musical terms. My effort is 
directed instead toward an understanding of the music as it fulfills its function 
and generates meaning in relation to the drama that gave rise to it.  
Chapter Three is a detailed history of Thomson’s work in the spoken-
dramatic genres, emphasizing his forty-year collaboration with Houseman, 
especially their work together in the 1950s at the American Shakespeare Festival 
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Theatre, ending with a close reading of their highly successful revival of Much 
Ado About Nothing. Though this is the latest of the three productions chosen for 
close analysis in this study, I have put my chapter on Thomson first, since I 
consider him to be the pioneer of a new “modern” approach to musicking the 
American spoken drama. Separate sections of this chapter consider his very 
definite ideas about the combination of drama and music and his even more 
definite ideas about putting music to Shakespeare. 
Chapter Four is devoted to Blitzstein’s work in the spoken-dramatic 
genres, emphasizing his collaborations with Welles, and ending with a detailed 
reconstruction and analysis of their groundbreaking production of Shakespeare’s 
Julius Caesar. Since both artists were strongly invested in the educational 
potential of theater, I have devoted a section of this chapter to that aspect of their 
work, together and separately, emphasizing the important influences upon them 
of Bertolt Brecht and Hanns Eisler. 
 Finally, Bowles’s spoken-theater work forms the subject of Chapter Five, 
especially his collaborations with Williams, and ending with a narrative 
reconstruction and analysis of the premiere production of The Glass Menagerie. 
Unlike Blitzstein and Thomson, whose collaborations with Welles and 
Houseman, respectively, commenced with the very beginnings of their theatrical 
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careers, Bowles’s collaborative relationship with Williams did not begin until the 
composer was already well-established in the New York theater. Additionally, 
though the two formed a close friendship that lasted from their first collaboration 
in 1943 until Williams’s death in 1983, their work together was spaced at rather 
far intervals. Thus it has seemed organizationally more satisfactory to review 
Bowles’s dramatic output in its entirety first, before embarking on a close 
consideration of his collaborative work with Williams. A separate section of this 
chapter presents Bowles’s ideas about the union of music and spoken drama, 
drawn mainly from his extensive body of film music criticism. A brief 
Conclusion presents a summation of the preceding study and its findings, as well 
as prospects for further research. 
Given that this study posits a tendency toward the “cinematization” of 
theater during the period under consideration, I occasionally borrow terms and 
concepts associated with film music, such as “source music” for music that may 
be understood or inferred by the spectator-auditor to originate from within the 
world created by the narrative and to be audible to one or more characters within 
that world; and “underscoring” for music that accompanies the narrative and 
interacts with it in some way but is understood by the spectator-auditor as not 
originating from an identifiable or inferable source within the world of the 
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narrative and is therefore understood as inaudible to the characters within it. I 
have generally avoided the now-common terms “diegetic” and “non-diegetic” 
(or “extra-diegetic”), from film music theory by way of narratology, because they 
have proved controversial among scholars for their sometimes inexact 
correspondences with the same terms used in other disciplines, and even for the 
very scope of what they denote, a controversy that I do not wish to transfer to 
my study of theater music, notwithstanding the valuable efforts of film music 
scholar David Neumeyer and others to account for the ambiguities.42 However, 
for lack of a comparable designation, I have retained the notion of 
“metadiegesis,” borrowed from film music scholar Claudia Gorbman, in my 
analysis of The Glass Menagerie, to designate a narrative level supplementary to 
the primary narrative, such as flashback or memory, where music may be 
understood as either source or underscoring within the “metanarrative.”43 If, as I 
shall argue, some theater during this period borrowed techniques from film with 
                                                        
42 See, for example, Ben Winters, “The Non-Diegetic Fallacy: Film, Music, and Narrative Space,” 
Music and Letters 91/2 (May 2010): 224-44; Jeff Smith, “Bridging the Gap: Reconsidering the Border 
between Diegetic and Nondiegetic Music,” Music and the Moving Image 2/1 (Spring 2009): 1-25; 
David Neumeyer, “Diegetic/Nondiegetic: A Theoretical Model,” Music and the Moving Image 2/1 
(Spring 2009): 26-39; and Neumeyer, “Source Music, Background Music, Fantasy and Reality in 
Early Sound Film,” College Music Symposium 37 (1997): 13-20. 
 
43 See Claudia Gorbman, Unheard Melodies: Narrative Film Music (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1987), 22-23. 
 
47 
regard to the uses of music, it did so necessarily within its own generic 
limitations. The technical, narratological, and perceptual complexities of 
cinema’s “mechanical reproduction” tend to render “superficial and insignificant 
any possible similarity between a scene in the studio and one on the stage”,44 as 
Walter Benjamin saw it, and thus the more complex functions of cinema music 
vis-à-vis the image and the spectator-auditor (such as anchorage, suturing, and 
any number of other types of mediation)45 tend to operate only tenuously, if at 
all, in the theater. Not to mention the fact that these complex functions, 
dependent as they are upon the image and its interaction with sound, can only be 
guessed at when all that remains of a theatrical production is a pile of 
documents. 
Much of the primary-source material used in this study is scattered among 
the archives of composers, directors, playwrights, theater companies, agents, 
producers, and even performers, including manuscript scores and sketches, 
performance parts, working scripts, promptbooks, correspondence, and 
business/legal documents. Additionally, printed programs, reviews, and sound 
                                                        
44 Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” (1936), in 
Illuminations: Essays and Reflections, trans. and ed. Hannah Arendt (New York: Schocken Books, 
1968), 233. 
 
45 See Gorbman, Unheard Melodies, 53-69. 
 
48 
recordings (where available) have all proved useful. 
Regarding transcription, I have, as a rule, aimed to reproduce the original 
musical manuscripts as faithfully as possible when transcribing them into the 
notation program, with a minimum of editorial intervention, though some 
editorial agency has been inevitable given the transfer from manuscript to 
“engraved” format. In some cases, this results in unresolved ambiguity, which I 
have attempted to note in the body of the text. It also results in the reproduction 
of some unconventional notational practices, generally the result of ad hoc 
indications specific to the theatrical milieu (or mere inconsistency on the part of a 
copyist). All three scores exist in various manuscript versions, some in the 
composers’ hands, some clearly the work of professional copyists, and some 
including evidence of use (and emendation) in production. Each chapter 
provides further details on the specific source or sources from which the 
transcriptions were produced and justification for the choices. I have attempted 
to present the musical material so that it most closely relays the ways it 
functioned and was heard in the original productions.
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CHAPTER TWO 
MUSIC IN THE AMERICAN SPOKEN THEATER C. 1935-60: 
A GOLDEN AGE 
 
Introduction 
In 1892, George Bernard Shaw reported astonishment when the manager 
of the Haymarket Theatre in London offered him an opportunity to hear the 
music that George Henschel had recently composed for a production of Hamlet, 
an astonishment occasioned as much by the idea that Hamlet should be 
performed with any music other than the age-old fare to which English 
audiences of his day had become accustomed—“the march from Judas 
Maccabæus for the entry of the Court, and the dead march from Saul for 
Hamlet’s death” with entr’actes “selected from no longer popular overtures such 
as La Sirène, etc”—as that new music should be specially composed for a spoken 
drama, and that it might actually be worth listening to.1At the same time that 
Shaw’s anecdote reveals something of the attitudes of playgoers and critics in 
London prior to World War I—and, by extension, those Eastern urban centers in 
the United States with close dramatic ties to England, such as New York, Boston, 
and Washington—it calls to mind another important fact about music in the 
                                                        
1 George Bernard Shaw, “Incidental Music” (1892) in Eric Bentley, ed., Shaw on Music (Garden 
City, NY: Doubleday & Co., Inc., 1955), 292-93. 
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nineteenth-century Anglo-American theater, namely that it was customary and 
plentiful. Michael Pisani writes that “[n]early all forms of drama in the 
nineteenth century [. . .] in the French, British, and American traditions, 
incorporated incidental music of some kind, whether this consisted of songs and 
dances, curtain or scene-changing music, overtures and entr’actes, or dialogue 
and action underscoring.”2 “Even straight drama” writes theater historian Julian 
Mates, “was almost never performed without music. Comedies without songs, 
dances, and marches were virtually unknown. Tragedies without musical 
processions were rare. [. . .] Thirty-two songs in The Tempest and thirty-three in A 
Midsummer Night's Dream were not atypical. [. . .] In fact, the line dividing 
musicals and legitimate drama in the first hundred years of American theater 
was slight.”3 
The wide-ranging effects of World War I, the new media of film and radio, 
the ascendancy and evolution of theatrical realism and naturalism, and the Great 
Depression, all combined to drive music from the theater so that, by the early 
                                                        
2 Michael Pisani, “Music for the Theatre: Style and Function in Incidental Music,” in Kerry 
Powell, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Victorian and Edwardian Theatre (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004), 72. 
 
3 Julian Mates, “The First Hundred Years of the American Lyric Theater,” American Music 1/2 
(Summer 1983): 22, 36; see also Anne Dhu Shapiro, “Action Music in American Pantomime and 
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1930s, May Burton writes, 
[m]usic was practically non-existent in the pre-WPA [American] 
theatre. Conventional overtures and entr’actes had already begun 
to lose prestige in the 1920's, and when producers were faced with 
additional financial hardships and even bankruptcy in the early 
1930's, they were quick to dispense with such musical trimmings in 
performances.4 
 
Two factors, the experiment in national theater known as the Federal Theatre 
Project (FTP) and the influence of popular media, especially cinema, both figure 
as key factors in a redefinition of the role of music in the American spoken 
theater during the latter 1930s and early 1940s. At the heart of this redefinition is 
a move from music as an “accepted tradition”5 in the spoken drama to music as a 
carefully-considered and integral part of production concept, the evidence for 
which is located not in quantities of music, but in quality. This chapter examines 
the FTP and popular media as contexts for the detailed examinations of works, 
careers, and collaborations that follow. The premise that the period c. 1935 to 
1960 was a noteworthy period for music in the American spoken theater is 
further supported by an overview of the field as it was constituted in the work of 
other noteworthy composers of the day from a broad range of American musical 
                                                        
4 May Elizabeth Burton, “A Study of Music as an Integral Part of the Spoken Drama in the 
American Professional Theatre: 1930-1955” (PhD diss., University of Florida, 1956), 145. 
 
5 Ibid., 164. 
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milieux, classical to popular, and by a consideration of union actions in response 
to the changing role of music within the spoken drama. Finally, the intersection 
of queer identity and musical modernism in the American spoken theater as it 
was manifest in the theatrical careers of Thomson, Blitzstein, and Bowles is 
examined. 
 
The Federal Theatre Project 
 “Because art in America has always been regarded as a luxury” recalled 
FTP director Hallie Flanagan, “artists in all fields had been the first to experience 
the effects of the depression”.6 The ever-increasing popularity of movies at the 
time compounded the problem: even before the economic crash of 1929, live 
theater everywhere had felt the depressing effect of the Hollywood juggernaut. 
“By 1932,” Flanagan wrote  
14,000 movie houses were wired for sound and were attracting 
70,000,000 admissions a week.7 Theatre after theatre closed its doors 
to the living actor and set up a screen on the stage. [. . .] Sound film 
abolished the orchestra; mechanical music displaced 30,000 
musicians; stagehands and technicians were no longer needed.8  
                                                        
6 Hallie Flanagan, Arena: The History of the Federal Theatre (New York: Benjamin Blom, 1940), 12. 
 
7 James Kraft puts the figure at 60,000,000 for 1932 and 1933, a drop of 20,000,000 caused by the 
Depression and the waning novelty of sound movies. James P Kraft, Stage to Studio: Musicians and 
the Sound Revolution 1890-1950 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996), 55. 
 
8 Flanagan, Arena, 13. 
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The Relief Act of 1933 brought little of the relief its name promised. Media 
historian James Kraft figures that, by 1934, only about four thousand theater 
musicians were employed nationwide, many of whom lost their jobs during the 
next few years: “with one bold stroke and little warning the talkies obliterated a 
major segment of musical employment.”9 With it was also obliterated a major 
source of contact for many Americans with live professional music-making: 
music became the technologically-mediated abstraction that it largely remains to 
this day. Mass production and distribution meant that the newer media—
cinema, radio, jukeboxes and, eventually, television—absorbed only a tiny 
fraction of the displaced musical work force. 
The 1930s also saw a remarkable surge in politicized theater spurred by 
the “heightened social consciousness that marked the Depression year”10 and the 
increasing influence of leftist political philosophies among American artists and 
intellectuals of the time—what Michael Denning has called “the left-wing 
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theatrical renaissance of the depression”11—in reaction to the upward 
consolidation of wealth during the 1920s and the broader economic malaise that 
ensued, the establishment of the U.S.S.R. in 1922, the eventual collapse of the U.S. 
economy in 1929, and the rise of Fascism across Europe through the course of the 
decade that followed. Some of the new theatrical groups with clear political 
ideologies, such as the Group Theatre, the Theatre Union, and even the Mercury 
Theatre to some extent, were experimenting significantly with the ideas and 
techniques of European and Russian theatrical innovators such as Brecht, 
Meyerhold, Piscator, Stanislavsky, and others, as well as techniques borrowed 
from or inspired by those new and most popular of dramatic forms, cinema and 
radio. In this environment, music as a component of theater came under scrutiny 
and reevaluation. 
With the Emergency Relief Appropriation Act of 1935, Congress 
established the Works Progress Administration (WPA, later renamed Work 
Projects Administration), a government-funded program that created jobs for 
millions of unemployed over the eight years of its existence (the program was 
terminated by presidential order in 1943), mainly in public works. One small but 
                                                        
11 Michael Denning, The Cultural Front: The Laboring of American Culture in the Twentieth Century 
(Verso: London, 1997), 365. 
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significant arm of the WPA, known as Federal Project Number One, included the 
Federal Music, Art, and Writers Projects, as well as the FTP, all intended to put 
skilled workers, both artists and technicians, back to work in their various fields 
of expertise.12 Though expressly non-political, the FTP, headed and virtually 
masterminded by Flanagan, could not help but partake to some degree in the 
“laboring of American culture” given the prevailing economic conditions in 
response to which it was established. As Flanagan put it, “[n]one of us believed 
that Federal Theatre should concern itself with politics, with political candidates, 
with political preferment. Yet it was logical that a theatre which had its roots in 
economic need should be concerned in some of its plays with economic 
conditions [. . .] it was strikingly true that our playwrights and our playgoers 
cared about economic and social plays; this was being proved right across the 
country”.13 The brief historical overview that follows is drawn primarily from 
Flanagan’s own history of the Project, Arena: The History of the Federal Theatre. 
Flanagan and the other Project No. One directors saw the opportunity not 
only to put people in their fields back to work but to essentially redefine the role 
of the arts in the daily lives of Americans across the country, potentially laying 
                                                        
12 Judging from Flanagan’s writing, it appears that dance was by and large the province of the 
Theater Project. See Arena, 318-19. 
 
13 Ibid., 183-84. 
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the groundwork for future nationalized (and government-supported) arts 
initiatives. From the beginning, she conceived of the FTP in regional terms, with 
the goal of establishing theaters that 
have possibilities of growing into social institutions in the 
communities in which they are located and thus to provide possible 
future employment for at least some of those who now present an 
immediate and acute problem to the government . . . and to lay the 
foundation for the development of a truly creative theater in the 
United States with outstanding producing centers in each of those 
regions which have common interests as a result of geography, 
language origins, history, tradition, custom, occupations of the 
people.14 
 
The work of decentralizing American theater away from Broadway had begun 
with the Little Theatre movement of the 1910s and 20s, and finally took more 
permanent root in the Regional Theater movement beginning in the 1940s, a 
movement in some respects indebted to the FTP.15 The plan for the Project, 
Flanagan wrote, “was based on that of the federal government itself: the general 
policies and programs would be outlined in Washington, but the carrying out, 
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15 Prior to these efforts, but also largely eliminated with the rise of cinema, professional stock 
companies and touring groups had brought live theater to the nation outside New York. For a 
history of the Little Theatre movement, see Dorothy Chansky, Composing Ourselves: The Little 
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with modifications dictated by local conditions, would rest with the states [. . .] 
not a national theater [. . .] rather a federation of theatres.”16 
Flanagan hoped that the FTP might collaborate with the commercial 
theater, providing a trying ground for new plays and young talent in exchange 
for the use of dark theaters and their equipment, along with existing sets and 
costumes. Productions that proved successful would be transferred to 
commercial venues fully cast and developed, where they might become 
profitable (admission to FTP productions was always under $1, often free of 
charge); those that failed would have done so at relatively little cost to the 
commercial partners thanks to government subsidization of workers’ wages. Yet 
many in the commercial theater, especially in New York, were apprehensive 
about cheap competition from government-funded groups at the same time that 
they assumed Federal Theatre could never be anything but “hopelessly bad” 
since, they reasoned, real talent had no need of government relief and the effort 
was bound to lower the standards of the entire industry, even as that very 
industry grappled with the competition from Hollywood.17 To judge by the 
                                                        
16 Flanagan, Arena, 23. 
 
17 Ibid., 40. Regarding the opposition to the FTP from both the theater industry and Hollywood, 
see also Willson Whitman, Bread and Circuses: A Study of Federal Theatre (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1937), 121-33. 
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report of social historian Willson Whitman, even Hollywood, which often 
financed New York theatrical productions, showed signs of worry over this new 
direction in American theater. He noted a series of warnings in the Motion Picture 
Herald about the projected competition for audiences liable to result from the 
FTP’s projected summer program of 1936, as well as a headline reading “Menace 
of Federal Competition” from September of that year, and the FTP stealing 
“some 425,000 potential customers from film theatres every week—a potential 
loss of $2,420,000 to motion picture box offices.”18 
The largest FTP production entity in the country was, of course, the New 
York Project, divided into five units each housed in its own theater: the Living 
Newspaper unit, in collaboration with the New York Newspaper Guild; the 
popular-price theatre unit, which presented original plays by new playwrights; 
the experimental theater unit “for new plays in new manners”; the tryout theater 
that would develop productions in tandem with the commercial theater as 
outlined above; and, especially significant in the context of the present study, the 
Negro Theatre Unit, led initially by John Houseman and actress Rose McClendon 
                                                                                                                                                                     
 
18 Whitman, Bread and Circuses, 130-31. 
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(see Chapter Three, below).19 Several other government-subsidized units, 
holdovers from the earlier Civil Works Administration established by Congress 
in 1933, were still operating in the New York area when the FTP was established 
and subsequently came under its jurisdiction, including vaudeville, minstrel, and 
marionette groups, and even a government-funded Gilbert & Sullivan 
company.20 Eventually, various other New York units were established for one-
act plays, classics, poetic drama, children’s theater, African-American youth 
theater, Yiddish vaudeville, classic German-language plays, and an Anglo-Jewish 
unit, sponsored by the Jewish Welfare Board, that presented English translations 
of plays targeted to American Jewish audiences.21 Similar groups were formed 
across the country as dictated by the needs and character of each region, per the 
original Project mandate. 
The first completed production by any of the new New York units was the 
“living newspaper” Ethiopia.22 The genre of the living newspaper was a variety-
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21 Ibid., 59, 61. The original director of the New York Project was playwright Elmer Rice; Eddie 
Dowling, who would later direct the premiere of The Glass Menagerie (see Chapter Five), was 
national director of vaudeville and circus for the FTP. 
 
22 Ibid., 65. 
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type entertainment that drew the subject matter for its loose concatenation of 
scenes from American history or headlines of the day, devised largely to give 
aspiring playwrights on the FTP payroll a ready-made structure within which to 
practice their craft and develop their skills while employing large numbers of 
actors, musicians, and technicians in a single production.23 Flanagan herself 
claimed to have conceived this new and uniquely American theatrical genre, 
with music as one of its principal components:  
I suggested the plan of dramatizing contemporary events in a series 
of living newspapers which would have a rapid, cinematic form 
and an emphasis on many people doing small bits rather than roles 
demanding a few stars. [. . .] We could dramatize the news without 
expensive scenery—just living actors, light, music, movement.24 
 
However, the subject matter of Ethiopia—the 1934-36 invasion of that country by 
Fascist Italian forces—was considered too politically sensitive and was censored 
by Washington.25 Only one performance was given, for an invited audience of 
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24 Ibid., 20, 65. See also Jane DeHart Mathews, Federal Theatre, 1935-1939: Play, Relief, and Politics 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1967). For the debate surrounding the origins of the form 
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25 See Whitman, Bread and Circuses, 94. Whitman provides an overview of government censorship, 
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the press.26 Playwright Elmer Rice, the original head of the New York Project, 
resigned over the incident and publically denounced the government 
interference.27 Other living newspapers, some equally controversial, would 
follow, including Injunction Granted for which Thomson provided music and 
sound effects (see Chapter Three, below), and One-Third of a Nation, which 
dramatized the conditions of widespread poverty across the country during the 
Depression.28 The latter work, with original music by Clair Leonard, was singular 
in the history of the Project for having been developed, during the summer of 
1937, in a workshop that included FTP representatives from around the country, 
then simultaneously produced, in regional variants, nationwide at more or less 
the same time. By all accounts, it was a remarkable piece of nationwide 
cooperative theater, though some government officials found it subversive, and 
it seems likely that it contributed significantly to the demise of the FTP. In his 
autobiography, Virgil Thomson described the living newspaper genre as 
“documentary, editorial, frankly hortatory,” adding, “I regret its passing. Its 
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television heirs, known as spectaculars, are seldom so convincing.”29 
The U.S. premiere of T. S. Eliot’s poetic drama Murder in the Cathedral in 
March of 1936 finally “forced the critics to take the Federal Theatre Project 
seriously”30 and gave it its first major success. Flanagan knew Eliot personally 
from her studies in England, and from his visit to her Experimental Theatre 
program at Vassar College, where she had, with his input, staged his 
fragmentary Sweeney Agonistes several years earlier, so it is no surprise that she 
should have been the first American to secure the commercial rights to his 
newest dramatic work.31 A historic drama, Murder in the Cathedral, as directed by 
Halsted Welles (no relation to Orson), accommodated a large cast, making for an 
impressive production while providing employment for a good many people, 
including musicians. Thomson recalled that there was no scarcity of musicians 
ready and willing to accept theater work at the time and each FTP house was 
assigned its own pool of players that might be swapped as needed among the 
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various Project theaters.32 Lehman Engel, who also conducted, scored Murder in 
the Cathedral for “an orchestra of nearly thirty, a backstage chorus [. . .] 
numbering close to fifty, and an on-stage speaking chorus of a dozen or more”.33  
Eliot’s play was Engel’s second score for the New York spoken theater, his 
first having been the U.S. premiere of Sean O’Casey’s Within the Gates in 1934. It 
was also the first of the several New York FTP spoken-dramatic productions to 
make significant use of newly-composed music. Because of its high profile at the 
time, it may be viewed as marking the beginning of this unusually rich period for 
music in the American spoken theater, a period defined as such less for the 
quantities of music being used—as we have seen, copious use of music in the 
American spoken theater was not new—as for the quality of that music, judged 
both by the roster of composers involved and their increasingly significant role 
as integral member of theatrical production teams. 
Murder in the Cathedral was soon followed by another equally historic FTP 
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reporting her own personal interview with the composer in 1956 (though without directly 
attributing the numbers to him), Burton claims that Engel’s forces for Murder included an 
orchestra of forty five players, a backstage chorus of one hundred voices, and an on-stage 
speaking chorus of twenty. Burton, “Music as an Integral Part of the Spoken Drama,” 113. Burton 
also reported that, in the same interview, Engel estimated that such forces in New York at mid-
century would have costed some $18,000 (p. 114). 
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production, the by-all-accounts-groundbreaking “Voodoo” Macbeth, mounted by 
the New York Negro Theatre Unit headed by Houseman (unit co-director 
McClendon died prematurely that year), and directed by the twenty-year-old 
Orson Welles whom he had recently discovered. Thomson served as music 
coordinator-arranger. This is the production that brought Thomson into the 
mainstream spoken theater (his opera Four Saints in Three Acts had already 
brought him to Broadway) and inaugurated his long and productive 
collaboration with Houseman in that milieu. Thomson worked on two more FTP 
projects: the living newspaper Injunction Granted (without Houseman), and the 
farce Horse Eats Hat for Project 891, the classical unit of the New York FTP 
formed jointly by Houseman and Welles on the strength of their success with 
Macbeth.  
The music for Horse Eats Hat was actually the work of Thomson’s young 
friend and colleague, Paul Bowles, though the older composer agreed to assist 
with orchestrations, since Bowles was at the time still largely untrained as an 
orchestrator and had no prior theater experience (see Chapter Five, below). Thus 
Bowles was brought onto the FTP payrolls and cut his theatrical teeth on Federal 
Theatre under Thomson’s tutelage in collaboration with Houseman and Welles 
(who conceived and directed the production). Horse Eats Hat was soon followed 
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by another success, Christopher Marlowe’s The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus, 
in which Welles again brilliantly displayed, as he had in Macbeth and as he 
would again soon in Julius Caesar, his ingenious and crowd-pleasing approach to 
the classics of the Elizabethan theater. Bowles, having proved himself well on 
Horse Eats Hat, was hired to compose the music for Faustus. Meanwhile, Welles 
was making a name for himself beyond the confines of Broadway—and quite a 
lot of money to go with it—as a radio actor, writer, and director. (Legend has it 
he subsidized his FTP productions with his radio income, which may account for 
some of their exceptionally high quality, just as his name recognition no doubt 
contributed to the public interest in them.) 
During the run of Horse Eats Hat, the still-very-young director was 
approached by a man who would soon become his friend, mentor, and frequent 
theatrical collaborator, Marc Blitzstein. Blitzstein had recently completed his 
“labor opera” The Cradle Will Rock and hoped Welles might direct its premiere. 
Welles agreed and eventually the show was mounted under the auspices of 
Project 891. However, shortly before it was scheduled to open, the government 
stepped in and ordered the premiere delayed ostensibly for financial reasons 
(various other shows around the country were delayed at the same time by the 
same order) though Welles, Blitzstein, and Houseman always insisted it was a 
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blatant case of government censorship of the work’s pro-labor content. In 
defiance of the government order, Welles and Houseman proceeded with the 
premiere—in a non-FTP theater and minus the FTP-funded sets, costumes, and 
orchestra—with Blitzstein leading at mangled upright piano and actors, 
forbidden by their union from appearing on the stage, performing from the 
house. It was a resounding success for all sorts of reasons intrinsic and extrinsic 
and Blitzstein, who had labored for years as an obscure experimental composer 
with a strong political conscience, was famous overnight. With his already 
considerable reputation as the enfant terrible of the American theater bolstered to 
new heights, Welles exited the FTP in a blaze of glory, whereupon he and 
Houseman founded their own company, the brief but brilliant Mercury Theatre 
(see Chapter Four, below). So it was that three of America’s most original 
interwar musical modernists found their way into the commercial spoken theater 
via the FTP.  
  
Other Theater Groups 
After the FTP, the Mercury Theatre is the group most closely associated 
with the beginnings of this musically rich period in the history of the American 
spoken theater. With the exception of Tennessee Williams, all the major players 
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in the present study had some connection to the Mercury, thus it is discussed 
further at various points in the following chapters. Two other theatrical 
organizations, and various individuals associated with them, are also 
noteworthy in this context: the Theatre Guild and the Group Theatre. The 
Theatre Guild was founded in 1918 by Lawrence Langner and several other 
members of the earlier Washington Square Players (1915-1918). Shortly after its 
founding, the Guild’s Board of Managers was joined by drama critic Theresa 
Helburn and investment banker Maurice Wertheim, husband at the time of 
American new-music patron, cofounder of the League of Composers, and 
founder of Cos Cob Press, Alma Morgenthau Wertheim.34 During the 1920s, the 
Guild grew into one of the most powerful producing organizations in the 
country by virtue of its subscription system, its willingness to tackle unusual 
projects that the commercial theaters avoided, and its extensive touring program. 
The Depression, however, took its toll and by 1939 its Board had been 
dissolved.35 Thereafter, Langner and Helburn guided it through another decade 
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and more of mixed fortunes.36 Bowles scored five Guild productions in the mid-
1940s and his Menagerie music travelled the globe with a 1961 Guild world tour 
of the play (see Chapter Five, below). In the early 1950s, Langner was among the 
founders of the American Shakespeare Festival Theatre and Academy, discussed 
in Chapters Three and Four, below, in connection with the work of Thomson, 
Houseman, and Blitzstein. The Guild persevered in various guises until 1996. 
Predecessor of the famed Actors Studio, the Group Theatre (1931-1941) is 
among the best-remembered and most influential theater organizations in 
American history. All of its founding members—Harold Clurman, Lee Strasberg, 
and Cheryl Crawford—worked for the Guild prior to founding the Group and, in 
fact, its first production was a joint venture with the Guild. Just as his close 
friend Aaron Copland was engaged in an effort to find an identifiably American 
aesthetic in concert music, Clurman sought a theater that would “tap into the 
vital energy that supported American culture” and base its existence on “a 
profound engagement in the deep life of the nation”.37 In fact, Copland was 
closely involved with the Group. “From the start,” Howard Pollack writes  
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Copland involved himself with Group activities; his studio at 
Steinway Hall became one of their early meeting places. According 
to Clurman, the very creation of the Group had been inspired by 
Copland’s efforts on behalf of American music. [. . . Copland] 
regularly attended rehearsals and performances [. . .] and became 
pals with Kazan, Lewis, [Sanford] Meisner, and especially 
[Clifford] Odets.38  
 
Strasberg’s Stanislavski-inspired proto-Method acting techniques coupled 
with an intense ensemble aesthetic and a commitment to new American plays 
sustained the Group for nine years.39 Both Robert Lewis and Elia Kazan, whose 
names appear with some frequency in the following pages, went on to major 
careers in American theater and film. Lewis became an important musical-
theater and opera director as well, and both men used music skillfully in 
connection with their spoken-dramatic work. Lewis worked with all three of the 
composers who form the core of this study, and Kazan, especially in his role as 
Tennessee Williams’s director of choice, worked with Bowles on several 
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occasions. The Group was officially defunct by 1941, but Crawford, Lewis and 
Kazan came together again in 1947 to found the Actors Studio, joined by 
Strasberg in 1951.  
 
Other Composers 
Thomson, Bowles, and Blitzstein, were not the only composers to cross 
over from the realms of the concert hall and opera house to the American spoken 
theater during this period, or in the decades just before or after. George Antheil, 
Seymour Barab, Samuel Barber, Marion Bauer, Elliot Carter, Norman Dello Joio, 
David Diamond, William Flanagan, Roy Harris, Lee Hoiby, Benjamin Lees, Colin 
McPhee, Douglas Moore, Leo Ornstein, Harry Partch, George Perle, Ned Rorem, 
Roger Sessions, William Grant Still, Deems Taylor, Randall Thompson, and 
Emerson Whithorne all wrote at least one score for the spoken theater.40 Lou 
Harrison wrote music for no fewer than eight spoken dramas through the course 
of his career. Henry Cowell, too, composed original music for at least eight 
spoken plays, among them one of his earliest works, from 1913, piano 
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accompaniment for Japanese poet Takeshi Kanno’s drama Creation Dawn, 
produced by the Forest Theater in Carmel, California.41 When, in 1940, German 
émigré director and educator Erwin Piscator produced and directed King Lear 
with his Dramatic Workshop of the New School in New York, Cowell provided a 
score for male chorus, piano, and orchestra, of which Samuel Barlow wrote that 
it “suffered from the prevailing gloom” of Piscator’s production.42 In 1944, 
Cowell scored a radio play called Derwent and the Shining Sword, though no 
record of a performance has yet been found.43 Similarly, a Hamlet score, for male 
voices and instrumental ensemble, from 1945 appears never to have been 
performed, though Cowell’s instrumentation reportedly includes a Javanese 
water-buffalo bell among its percussion and allows for the inclusion of lute, viola 
d’amore, and viola da gamba in the ensemble.44 Finally, in 1952, he completed 
sketches and a condensed score for Marc Connelly’s play The Morning of the Feast 
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http://www.henrycowell.org/hc/sf002/catalogNp16.cfm?CFID=165106999&CFTOKEN=97661669 
(accessed September 17, 2015). 
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http://www.henrycowell.org/hc/sf002/catalogNp204.cfm?CFID=165106999&CFTOKEN=97661669 
(accessed September 17, 2015). 
 
44 Ibid., 
http://www.henrycowell.org/hc/sf002/catalogNp210.cfm?CFID=165106999&CFTOKEN=97661669 
(accessed September 17, 2015). 
 
72 
though neither the play nor its intended music was apparently ever performed.45 
Shortly before ending his American sojourn of the late 1930s and early 40s, 
the same year he completed his operetta Paul Bunyan, Benjamin Britten wrote an 
organ score (presumably for the Hammond organ, discussed below) for a 1941 
New York production of Max Catto’s play They Walk Alone.46 In 1946, several 
years after his return to England and not long before completing The Young 
Person’s Guide to the Orchestra, he composed music for another American 
production, a revival of John Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi with adaptations by 
his friend, former housemate, and Paul Bunyan librettist, W. H. Auden.47 
Given Leonard Bernstein’s skill and success as a composer in so many 
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dramatic media, it is no surprise that he should have taken some early 
opportunities to write for the spoken theater. In 1939, while he was a student at 
Harvard, he scored the Harvard Greek Club’s production of Aristophanes’ The 
Birds, an event that marked his first appearance as a conductor performing his 
own work.48 In 1941, after he had graduated, he returned to Harvard as 
composer-conductor for the production of another Aristophanes play, Peace, by 
the Harvard Student Union.49 Musicologist Nigel Simeone notes that some 
elements of Bernstein’s Peace music were later recycled in On the Town and 
Wonderful Town.50 In all, he wrote music for six spoken-dramatic productions, 
including songs, choruses, and lyrics for J. M. Barrie’s Peter Pan (1950, 
orchestrated by Hershey Kay, sometimes considered a true Broadway-style 
musical); music for Christopher Fry’s The Firstborn (1958, later withdrawn by the 
composer); and by far his best-known and most successful foray into the spoken 
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theater, the 1955 premiere of Lillian Hellman’s English adaptation of Jean 
Anouilh’s play about Joan of Arc, L'alouette (The Lark). For this, Bernstein wrote a 
series of medieval-inspired choruses, using both Latin and French, scored for a 
cappella mixed chorus, countertenor soloist, and percussion, originally 
performed by the New York Pro Musica Antiqua with Russel Oberlin as soloist.51 
Later, Bernstein published the French choruses as the concert work French 
Choruses from The Lark (1964) and he eventually reworked the Latin choruses as 
his Missa Brevis (1988). Though Julie Harris’s by-all-accounts masterful 
performance as Joan dominated the critical coverage, most critics did at least 
acknowledge Bernstein’s contribution, often in tandem with that of lighting 
designer Jo Mielziner. William Hawkins of the New York World-Telegram & Sun 
called the music “cool and exalted.”52 From Boston, Elinor Hughes praised “the 
admirable music by Leonard Bernstein, which provided a memorable extra 
dimension for the drama.”53  
That same year, a play called A Quiet Place by Bernstein’s friend Julian 
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Claman, opened (and closed) in New Haven; according to Simeone, it took its 
name from a line in Bernstein’s 1951 opera Trouble in Tahiti and included a song 
borrowed from that opera (presumably some portion of the aria “I was standing 
in a garden” from Act II, which includes the line “love will lead us to a quiet 
place.”) But perhaps the most intriguing of all Bernstein’s non-lyric dramatic 
scores was written for a 1955 production of Oscar Wilde’s Salome as part of the 
Omnibus television series, with Eartha Kitt in the title role, broadcast in 
December of that year. For electric guitar, harp, piano, and a large percussion 
complement (four players) including xylophone and vibraphone, the score 
features Bernstein’s version of the famed “Dance of the Seven Veils” during 
which Kitt as Salome intones, in her inimitable voice, the number of each veil in 
Arabic.54 This fascinating work, too, was later withdrawn by the composer for 
reasons unknown.55 
Austrian composer Hanns Eisler is best-remembered today for his close 
involvement with the work of Bertolt Brecht. Between 1939 and 1947, during his 
period of expatriation in the United States, Eisler scored four spoken-theatrical 
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productions. The first was the premiere of Clifford Odets’s Night Music (1939); 
then the play Medicine Show by Oscar Saul and H. R. Hays, billed as “a new 
Living Newspaper” (though with no connection to the FTP, which was by then 
defunct), focused—75 year ago!—on the problems of the U. S. healthcare system 
(1940); a 1945 New York staging of Brecht’s Furcht und Elend des dritten Reiches in 
Eric Bentley’s English version, The Private Life of the Master Race, which John 
Willett described as “a rejigged wartime version of Fear and Misery of the Third 
Reich;56 and the premiere of the English version of Brecht’s Galileo (1947).57 The 
songs Eisler had written for the 1932 premiere of Brecht’s Die Mutter in Berlin he 
reworked for the play’s New York premiere in 1935.58 
Composers best known for their work in jazz, film, and musical theater 
occasionally wrote for the “straight” theater, too. Tony-award winner Robert 
Russell Bennett did so, before finding fame as “America’s pre-eminent theatre 
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orchestrator.”59 In the 1960s, Duke Ellington completed two spoken-theater 
scores that, strictly speaking, fall outside the purview of this study because 
neither was written for a U.S. production. Nevertheless, who could not be 
intrigued by the notion of Lesage’s Molièresque comedy Turcaret with a score by 
Ellington (Paris, 1960)? Or Shakespeare’s Timon of Athens to Ellington’s music 
(Stratford, Ontario, 1963)?60 Eight years before collaborating on their Oscar-
winning film version of Romeo and Juliet, Italian director Franco Zeffirelli and 
famed Italian film composer Nino Rota joined forces for a production of that play 
on Broadway (though I have been unable to determine how or if the film score is 
related to the earlier theater score). Alex North, best remembered as a film 
composer (A Streetcar Named Desire, Spartacus, The Misfits, etc.) composed music 
for seven New York spoken-theatrical productions, most famously the original 
production of Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman. According to theater critic 
Terry Teachout, the opening stage direction in the published version of Miller’s 
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60 A recording of Ellington’s Timon of Athens music (as arranged and adapted by Stanley 
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play—“A melody is heard, played upon a flute. It is small and fine, telling of 
grass and trees and the horizon”—was added by the playwright after hearing 
North’s music.61 Teachout writes: “Rarely has any playwright paid so eloquent a 
tribute to the uncanny power of music to set a scene.”62 In 1962, John Kander 
wrote incidental music for the premiere of Sumner Arthur Long’s comedy Never 
Too Late, three years before his first collaboration with Fred Ebb, and four years 
before Cabaret.63 A number of other song writers best known for their work in the 
Broadway musical wrote individual songs for spoken plays, among them Jerome 
Kern, Jerome Moross, Cole Porter, and Bock & Harnick. 
 American theater audiences also had a taste of French musical modernism 
when, during the 1950s, several French productions visited these shores with 
Pierre Boulez as music director. The first was a New York residency by the 
famed Parisian Compagnie Renaud-Barrault at the end of 1952, which included a 
production of Hamlet, performed in French, with music by Arthur Honegger, and 
Jacques Prever’s pantomime Baptiste, with original music by the Joseph Kosma 
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(and, spectacularly, costumes by Dior, Manguin, and Fath). During the same 
visit, the company presented a Molière double bill including Amphitryon with 
Francis Poulenc’s 1947 score, and Les fourberies du Scapin, possibly with a score by 
Henri Sauguet.64 Boulez returned in 1957, again with Renaud-Berrault, as music 
director for Paul Claudels’ Christophe Colomb with music by Darius Milhaud,65 
Jean Giraudoux’s Intermezzo with music by Poulenc, Stefan Zweig’s adaptation of 
Ben Jonson’s Volpone with music by Georges Auric, and Le chien du jardinier by 
George Neveux (after Lope de Vega) with “music on classic Spanish themes 
arranged by Pierre Boulez.”66 In fact, Poulenc’s score for Intermezzo had already 
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been heard in New York, in George S. Kaufmann’s 1950 production of the play, 
in an English translation entitled The Enchanted. That same year, when 
Christopher Fry’s English translation of Jean Anouilh’s L'invitation au château 
(renamed Ring around the Moon) was presented in New York, the score that 
Poulenc had composed for the play’s 1947 Paris premiere was reused.67  
This is a mere sampling of the work of a few high-profile composers, from 
various genres and traditions, in the American spoken theater during this period. 
As regional and repertory companies established themselves across the country 
during the middle decades of the century, many followed New York’s lead in 
commissioning new scores; often, a company would hire its own “composer-in-
residence” as an integral part of its production team, ready to produce music 
tailor-made to its specific theatrical vision.68 
 
The AFM, Local 802, and “Dramas with Music” 
 The activity of musicians’ unions in relation to the employment of its 
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members in theatrical productions provides a clear illustration of the changing 
role of music in the spoken theater during this period. The New York chapter of 
the American Federation of Musicians (AFM), Local 802, reacted to the changes 
in telling ways. New York theaters in the early 1930s were divided into contract 
and non-contract houses. A contract house signed an annual agreement with the 
union to engage four musicians for the entire season regardless of what was 
presented. If a house expected to present musicals, they would sign such a 
contract, since the minimum wage for musicians under the contract was much 
lower and would be applied to all musicians engaged for that house, even 
beyond the required four “contract” players. A non-contract house avoided 
having to pay four musicians it might not need, but if it did need musicians, the 
wage was much higher (almost twice as much, according to May Burton) 
without the contract.69 In 1932, a provision was added that allowed non-contract 
houses to employ a minimum of four musicians at contract-house rates under 
certain circumstances.70 In general, if a producer chose to use recorded music, the 
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union demanded that live musicians still be employed and paid, even if they 
were not actually playing. According to James Valentino, who produced 
recordings of both music and sound effects for theatrical use during this period, 
this led to a situation that encouraged theatrical producers to use the musicians 
they were paying for, commissioning newly-composed scores for them to play.71 
Thus Burton, writing in 1956, could identify a paradox in the fact that union 
actions seemed both to encourage and discourage the use of music in the spoken 
theater: “the Union's stringent attitude may have exerted a strong force in the 
development of new theories regarding the use of music in the theatre, a fact 
which may offset some of the critical opinion leveled against Union policy.”72 
The AFM had separate classifications for dramatic productions based 
upon the amount and function of the music therein. As Annette Davison 
explains: “Until Labor Day in 1946, the AFM classified theatre productions as 
either dramas or musicals, with each category entailing a different wage scale 
and minimum number of musicians.”73 These two relatively straightforward 
classifications were joined in 1946 by a third category, “drama with music,” 
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added  
in response to an aesthetic change. Where previously musicians 
might have been asked to perform an overture, entr’acte music, and 
an exit march for dramatic productions, often with the selected 
music unrelated to the production [. . .] more recently composers 
had been employed to write special scores for dramatic 
productions, ‘for atmospheric effect, perhaps.’ Here, though, ‘the 
music was not merely incidental; it was an integral part of the 
performance.’74 
 
But the criteria upon which a production was adjudge to occupy this new 
category were not precisely delineated by the union, and each show was 
reviewed individually, while in production, by a union committee, then assigned 
a classification, which meant, of course, that, for shows that did not fall 
obviously into one or the other category—The Theatre Guild’s production of 
Philip Barry’s Liberty Jones, for example, with music by Bowles, discussed in 
Chapter Five—it was difficult to project musical costs. Burton and Davison both 
point to Irene Selznick’s battle over the musical classification of the original 
production of Williams’s A Streetcar Named Desire as a turning point at which the 
union was forced to define more clearly its parameters regarding the various 
categories. 
Davison makes reference to a 1947 New York Times article in which Local 
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802 Secretary Charles R. Iucci defended the union’s position to the larger theater-
going public (a common PR tactic in such matters). He began by stating that 
“[a]lthough I shall make every attempt to develop the following outline of union 
policy in a state of unemotional objectivity, I am afraid that somewhere I will 
surrender to the pleasures of righteous indignation.”75 His indignation, he 
claimed, stemmed from the slander being spread by Broadway producers 
regarding Local 802 and its motivations. He proceeded to explain the union’s 
reasoning behind the addition of the new classification: 
Previously, our union recognized two categories—drama and 
musical. The wage scales and employment minimums between 
these two categories differed widely. [. . .] Some years ago, several 
productions were staged which were neither pure drama nor pure 
musical. A composer would be employed to write a special score 
for atmospheric effect, perhaps. The music was not merely 
incidental; it was an integral part of the performance. The 
producers came to our union and asked that a new category be 
established [to free them] from the necessity of hiring as large an 
orchestra as would be used in a full-scale musical. After 
considerable study of the problem, our executive board agreed to 
establish a new category [. . .] as an act of good faith, as a sincere 
demonstration of support for a phase of the dramatic arts which 
merited such support.76 
 
This, of course, directly reflects one of the central premises of the present study, 
that music for the spoken theater during this period was growing in importance 
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and assuming new roles, “not merely incidental” but “an integral part of the 
performance.” It is perhaps not surprising that the first legal challenge to the new 
designation should have come from a production of a play by Williams, one of 
the playwrights most directly implicated in this new musical integration. 
“Criteria for determining when a production could properly be called a 
drama with music were promulgated” Iucci wrote, “and I herewith set them 
down.”77 He proceeded to list five “guideposts,” the meeting of any one of which 
might change a drama into a “drama with music”: 
1. Amount of music 
2. Use of music in the production 
3. Nature of the production 
4. Amount of playing time 
5. Amount of time the musician is in the pit.78 
 
Iucci conceded that the precise definitions of these criteria were not easy, but he 
felt satisfied that the union had equitably applied them “over the past eighteen 
months that our policy has been effective”.79 His mention of an eighteen-month 
timeframe suggests that, although, as Davison states, the “music with drama” 
designation was made official in September 1946, the union was somehow 
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applying it and gaining compliance prior to this. He uses as his most recent 
example the American Repertory Theatre’s production of Shaw’s Androcles and 
the Lion, directed by Cheryl Crawford, with music by Blitzstein, discussed further 
in Chapter Four, below. For this production, the union’s five-member theatre 
committee, which determined the classification, attended a preview, at which it 
“noted the amount of playing time; it noted that the musicians were in the pit 
throughout the performance; it noted that the music was an important part of the 
production.”80 The committee members, Iucci claimed, also examined the score 
and spoke to the musicians after the show. Their decision to classify the show as 
“drama with music” mandated the hiring of an eighth musician (the score 
originally used seven). Though Iucci defended the union’s action as “no more 
unreasonable or unjust than the producer’s right to charge the admission price to 
his production he desires [. . .] no more unjust or inequitable than his right to 
select any composer he wants to write the score to his production”,81 the 
difficulties are apparent: not only can budgets not be adequately projected, the 
composer could well have written the additional musician(s) into the score from 
the start had the mandated player and expense been determined ahead of time. 
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 A letter (a long memo, really) to Selznick from her assistant, Irving 
Schneider, dated June 20, 1947, regarding Streetcar, helps to clarify some of the 
parameters. I quote it here extensively, for the light it sheds on the situation, not 
only regarding the specific production, but the various categories and issues 
pertaining to the union’s regulation of theater music. Schneider writes: 
[. . .] Each case is regarded separately, there are no set maximums 
or minimums to distinguish one class from another, and for further 
illumination we can only look to past experiences and then hope 
for the best. 
 
I [sic] almost positive now—all right, I’ll go on record and say that I 
am positive, that we will be in the drama class. [. . .] That means 
four men at dramatic scale, which is what we need anyway. 
 
The next class up, drama with music, refers to shows like “Happy 
Birthday” and “Androcles”, which had pretty lengthy original 
scores written and which required from 8 to 10 men to start with, 
according to the orchestration. [. . .] 
 
I described our requirements to Iucci, and he seemed to have little 
doubt that we would get by without difficulty. They will still have 
to review a performance, inasmuch as the face of the play might be 
changed between now and performance time and the music 
background might be more or less or nothing at all. [. . .] I told him 
there might be as much as 15 minutes total of music, possibly more, 
and he answered there have been shows with that amount 
classified as dramatic. It depends on the way the music is used, 
either it’s purely incidental, atmospheric, or whether it is used for 
“numbers” or to advance the story. 
 
[. . .] Is all this clear or am I clouding things up? As I said in my first 
paragraph, there is only a general working plan for these problems. 
88 
There is no absolute set of rules, and final decisions are left to the 
union. They prefer to see the play before putting anything in 
writing.82 
 
Schneider’s communication also includes descriptions of several recent shows, 
how they had been classified by the union, and various problems and solutions 
associated with the classification, in an attempt to provide Selznick with 
examples for comparison as she planned her own production. In the end, of 
course, Schneider was wrong about how Iucci and the union would interpret the 
use of music in Streetcar, as noted in Davison’s article summarized above. When 
Selznick was informed—on opening night—that her show had been classified as 
“drama with music,” a classification that came with a significantly higher 
musical price tag than originally anticipated due both to a higher wage scale and 
the requirement that three additional musicians be hired, she challenged the 
ruling and a legal battle ensued.83 As noted in Chapter One, above, she 
eventually won her case against the union and her production was recategorized 
as “drama” for the purposes of regulation by the musicians’ union.  
Following the dispute over Streetcar’s musical classification, the AFM did 
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apparently make an attempt to set down specific parameters for classification so 
that producers could calculate their musical costs earlier and with more surety.84 
These were evidently still in effect in 1955-56 when Burton made her study, 
according to which, a play with fewer than twenty-five minutes of music was 
classified as a “drama with incidental music,” mandating a minimum of four 
players; more than twenty-five minutes of music, it was a “drama with music,” 
requiring a minimum of eight players at a higher wage scale. If an accompanied 
song or dance was performed on stage, the production was automatically a 
“drama with music.” If a question arose regarding classification, the union then 
sent a committee to a rehearsal or preview to evaluate the degree to which the 
music was “an integral part of the performance.”85 Clauses containing some 
variation of the following language are common in the later contracts examined 
for the present study: 
Provided that the duration of your music does not exceed the limit 
prescribed by Union or Guild rules with respect to so-called 
“incidental” music, the nature, form and quantity of the music shall 
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be solely within your discretion.86 
 
Davison suggests some areas of future research based upon her study of 
the documents involved in the legal actions surrounding Streetcar’s original 
music:  
First, the New York League of Theatres believed there was an 
aesthetic transformation in process with regard to the 
commissioning of scores for plays in the period. Second, not only 
was an agreed formulae [sic] necessary to enable producers to 
budget adequately for their music in light of classification, but also 
the formulae may have allowed producers to make greater use of 
music within plays from this point on.87 
 
These are both provocative statements in the present context, outside the scope 
of my study except insofar as the very asking of them points to broader 
ramifications for the examination of American spoken-theater music. 
 
Reception 
When, in 1940, Virgil Thomson began his fourteen-year stint as chief 
music critic for the New York Herald Tribune, he was already a well-respected and 
sought-after theater composer. So it is no surprise that, barely six weeks into his 
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new job, on November 20, 1940, he published a review entirely devoted to the 
music for a new production of Twelfth Night presented by the Theatre Guild. Nor 
is it surprising that the score was by Bowles, now himself a sought-after—and 
fully self-sufficient—composer for the spoken theater. Thomson’s assessment of 
Bowles’s score is examined at greater length in Chapter Five, below. Writing for 
Modern Music in 1941, in response to Thomson’s review, Samuel Barlow stated 
that he was aware of “no other critic on one of our large dailies who has ever 
before given serious attention to theatre-music”, adding that “as some of the best 
American music is being written for the theater and not for the concert hall, this 
praise of Thomson is also the back of my hand to the other gentlemen of the 
press.”88 Barlow was evidently unaware that, in June 1940, music critic Robert 
Lawrence, also writing for the Herald Tribune, had devoted a column to the music 
for two plays just then closing—including Bowles’s score for Love’s Old Sweet 
Songs, also discussed below—more than six months before Thomson’s. Thus, 
assuming that the lead time for the issue of Modern Music in which Barlow 
published his statement was not a full six months, it seems the credit for 
pioneering theater-music criticism in the mainstream press must go not to 
Thomson but to Lawrence. 
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Barlow was, however, right in noting that music critics in the mainstream 
press, even those working as theater composers themselves, devoted little 
attention to the spoken-theater. After his review of Twelfth Night, Thomson rarely 
wrote about the music for spoken dramas in his Herald Tribune column. When he 
did, it seems to have been for the sake of old friends: on February 23, 1941, the 
Herald Tribune ran his review of Bowles’s music for the premiere of Philip Barry’s 
Liberty Jones, directed by Houseman;89 and on January 3, 1954, nearly at the end 
of his Tribune tenure, Thomson reviewed Bowles’s music for In the Summer 
House, a play by Bowles’s wife Jane Bowles (both scores, and Thomson’s reviews 
of them, are discussed further in Chapter Five).90 Neither Bowles, who also 
worked for the Tribune, nor Blitzstein, who published fairly widely during this 
period on other musico-theatrical topics, contributed any reviews of spoken-
theater music to the mainstream press, that I have found. Theater critics, when 
they did mention the music for a spoken play, tended to be brief and imprecise, 
though in many cases their words are the only records of reception that survive. 
                                                        
89 Virgil Thomson, “Plays with Music,” New York Herald Tribune, February 23, 1941. In the same 
article, he reviewed Kurt Weill’s Lady in the Dark (as a “play with music” rather than, as we now 
think of it, a Broadway-style musical). Similarly, he reviewed both the original version of 
Blitzstein’s Regina, and Weill’s Lost in the Stars, as plays with music rather than as opera and 
musical theater, respectively. 
 
90 Virgil Thomson, “Music in Review: Music Written for the Theater, A Summary of the Early 
Season,” New York Herald Tribune, November 13, 1954. 
 
93 
Unless, that is, the play and its music made its way into the pages of 
Modern Music, a small quarterly trade journal that served as the mouthpiece of 
American musical modernism from 1924 (originally titled League of Composers 
Review) to 1946. This historiographically invaluable publication made a point of 
including reviews of music for the various media of spoken drama: sections 
titled “In the Theatre” or “Films and Theatre” formed a relatively consistent part 
of the journal’s regular lineup during the 1930s and 40s, proving, if nothing else, 
that spoken-dramatic music was “modern” music. Many of the journal’s 
contributors, including Thomson, Blitzstein, and Bowles, were themselves 
working regularly in those media. The columns covered not only spoken drama, 
including film, but also opera, Broadway-style musical theater, and various other 
types of theatrics with music including, occasionally, dance (though music for 
dance often had its own column). Even here, the coverage is relatively spare, 
since the magazine was only published quarterly for most of its lifetime, but it is 
nevertheless a relative goldmine for the historian, not only of information 
regarding the music of the spoken theater during its era but as a record of the 
early criticism of Thomson, Blitzstein, Bowles, Copland, Carter, and many other 
figures of importance to progressive American music of this period. 
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Instrumentation 
The limitations imposed by union regulation had an obvious effect on the 
instrumentation of spoken-theater scores during this period. After the “salad 
days” of the FTP when labor was cheap and maximum employment the aim, 
spoken-dramatic music in the New York theater became largely a form of 
chamber music, one dominated by the sounds of wind instruments and a wide 
variety of percussion. Harp was often included, suggesting, perhaps, the 
influence of Hollywood, though the uses of the harp in the hands of the best 
theater composers often goes well beyond the mere billows of celestial sound 
that one frequently here in movies of this period. Doubling was often expected—
flute/piccolo, oboe/English horn, clarinet/saxophone, etc.—thereby significantly 
expanding the range and timbre palette available to the composers within union 
limits. Keyboards, too, were common. Pianos could be modified in various ways 
to simulate harpsichords, cheap barroom instruments, and such. More common 
even than the piano, and among the most characteristic choices for spoken-
dramatic music in this period (based upon my research for this study), were 
several varieties of electronic keyboard instruments manufactured by the 
Hammond Organ Company, most frequently the Hammond Organ, the Solovox, 
and the Novachord.  
95 
Hammond began manufacturing its Organ in 1935 and was immediately 
successful.91 Billed as “a complete organ in a 4-foot square,” the Hammond 
Organ was intended to sound and function like a pipe organ. A 1946 sales 
brochure for the instruments describes it as 
a complete organ with a full range of lovely organ tones. Since 
variety of tone color is the organ’s principal appeal, the Hammond 
assures the satisfaction only a complete organ can give. In addition 
to the familiar flutes, diapasons, reeds and strings the Hammond 
offers a profusion of instrumental voices. At will the player may 
select almost any shade of tone coloring he wishes through the 
harmonic drawbar system. [. . .] The ability to swell from a far-off 
murmur to a mighty surge of sound in a fraction of a second is one 
of the most famous features [. . .] Compact and light in weight, the 
Hammond can be easily moved when desired. 
 
The early Hammond models generated sound via a system of notched metal 
tone-wheels rotating in proximity to magnetic rods that produced pitches 
according to the sizes of the wheel and rod, and the number of notches.92 
“The original Hammond organ Model A (introduced in 1935) had two 61-note 
manuals and a 25-note pedal board. Also familiar to organists was the ‘swell’ 
pedal, a foot-operated volume control. The stops of a pipe organ were replicated 
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with the electronic equivalent ‘drawbars,’ which controlled the relative volume 
of the different tone wheels.”93 According to electronic-keyboard expert Mark 
Vail, the drawbars determined the strength of specific harmonics in the sound 
and could be adjusted while a tone was sustained for special effect. Between 1935 
and 1960, several different models were manufactured and it is impossible to 
know which may have been used in any given theater or for any given 
production. Though, according to Vail, Model B-3 was the most popular, it 
appears the signature sound was similar for all models.94 Hammonds were also a 
fixture of radio sound at the time; radio composer Boris Kremenliev wrote of the 
instrument’s “clean, fast action for staccato passages and an uncanny ability to 
produce a gradual crescendo from the softest pianissimo to a thunderstorm 
within a few seconds' time, a feat accomplished by means of an innocuous-
looking pedal. Its sustaining qualities and its ability to imitate other instruments 
are well known.”95  
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So characteristic were the sounds of these instruments in the theater of the 
late 1930s and early 40s that critics and commentators began to object. In 1939, 
John Gutman wrote that  
the real problem in composing for the present-day legitimate stage 
is, it seems to me, the now inevitable organ. With all its boasted 
range, I find it more monotonous every time I hear it. The union 
rule that a minimum number of musicians must be engaged for any 
show with music is supposed to account for its presence. But how 
about writing a score for just that small number of players? [. . .] I’d 
rather listen to any well selected combination than to all the organs 
in the world.96 
 
Samuel Barlow was rather more succinct: “Personally, I’m tired of the 
emanations of the Hammond Organ as a substitute for a score.”97 Thomson, too, 
was vocal about his disdain for these electronic instruments. As far as I can tell, 
he used one only once, in 1940, in a short and perfunctory score for the radio 
comedy Soundtrack of the Life of a Careful Man (see Chapter Three, below), though 
obviously its use there had nothing to do with theater regulations.  
Bowles, however, did not share his teacher’s attitude. He featured the 
instrument to exquisite effect in his score for the original production of The Glass 
Menagerie, where it creates a fine nostalgic mood. Given the success of Menagerie, 
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and his subsequent rise to preeminence as a composer of finely-wrought theater 
music, especially for “boutique” midtown (Off-Broadway) productions, it is safe 
to say that Bowles encouraged the trend, possibly even prolonging it beyond 
what might otherwise have been its natural lifetime. The timbre of the 
Hammond organ was integral to the so-called “Tennessee sound” associated 
with the Bowles-Williams collaborations discussed below (Chapter Five). 
Blitzstein, too, had no issues with Hammond instruments, as we shall see. 
 The Novachord was only produced between 1939 and 1942 and only 1069 
were manufactured.98 Bowles first used it in 1944, while composing a score for an 
English version of Jean Giraudoux’s Ondine. He described the instrument as 
“somewhat bigger than a Hammond organ. The principal difference between the 
two instruments was the presence in the Novachord of a sostenuto which caused 
tones to continue to be heard after the finger left the key. This made it possible to 
create all kinds of watery sounds” (no doubt perfect for a play about a water 
nymph).99 According to Hammond historian Michael Fulk 
the sound of it [. . .] had a slightly eerie quality. It sounds like a tone 
that has a very strong fundamental with string overtones added to 
it, almost as though you pulled out the fundamental drawbar on a 
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Hammond organ and then put very high harmonics around it. [. . .] 
The attack could be varied from instantaneous and very sharp like 
a piano to slower than a pump organ.100  
 
The first commercially-marketed synthesizer, it was “capable of simulating a 
variety of sounds through various filters, circuits, and a vibrating-reed 
mechanical/analogue vibrato.”101 Thus, in addition to its own unique sounds, as 
described by Bowles, it evidently had some rudimentary ability to imitate other 
instruments. Both it and the Solovox used vacuum tubes to generate sound.102 
In the theater, one player might alternate between piano and one or more 
of the Hammond instruments. In fact, the Solovox is a piano attachment. The 
following excerpts are copied from an undated Solovox owner’s manual: 
The Solovox [. . .] is designed to be attached to your piano, and to 
be played with the piano as accompaniment. The beautiful sustained 
tones of the Solovox blend in thrilling fashion with the percussion 
tones of your piano [. . .] The Solovox produces its tones 
electrically, entirely independent of the piano, and does not affect 
the tone of the piano or its ordinary use in any way.  
 
The Solovox consists of two units, one a keyboard unit which is 
readily attached [under the keyboard] to any style of piano. The 
second unit of the Solovox is the tone cabinet, which when used 
with a spinet or upright piano usually stands on the floor at one 
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end of the piano. When used with a grand piano, the tone cabinet is 
usually suspended in a horizontal position underneath the piano in 
such a way that it is practically invisible. 
 
Three models of Solovox were manufactured by Hammond between 1940 and 
1950. Fulk describes the sound as “incredible, outrageously rich in harmonics. As 
its name implies, it only plays one note at a time.”103 Precisely how and why 
these three instruments became staples in the spoken theater and persisted in use 
through the 1940s and even into the 1950s is a question that remains to be 
answered (possibly involving some further connection to the history of film 
music). 
 In the days before recorded sound effects were common, a few 
“instruments” for generating such effects live, especially weather sounds, were 
also common in the theater. The thunder drum was a large drum or frame with 
flexible material stretched over it, often leather, that produced a deep rumbling 
sound when struck with a mallet.104 The thunder sheet was a thin sheet of metal 
suspended vertically and shaken from the bottom to simulate the sound of 
thunder.105 The theatrical wind machine at this time usually involved a sheet of 
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heavy fabric and some form of wooden cylinder that, when turned by means of a 
hand crank, produced a sustained but variable sound approximating wind as its 
surface rubbed across the fabric.106 
 
Popular Media 
Following the first World War, as America’s economic and geopolitical 
power grew, modernism in the United States took a nationalist turn as some 
American artists began searching for ways to define themselves as distinct from 
their European parent culture. For music, new technology, in which America was 
soon to lead the world, offered one source of inspiration; folk or ethnic idioms, 
such as those of African Americans, Native Americans, or our “frontier culture” 
offered another; American popular culture, which incorporated both of these 
(technology and folk/ethnic idioms) and which was just beginning the global 
hegemony that it would achieve over the next several decades, offered yet 
another. Concert and opera composers who embraced the Americanist-
modernist mandate in the years between the wars experimented in all these 
realms, variously incorporating the rhythms and materials of modern industry 
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and technology into their works, borrowing and experimenting with jazz and 
blues elements, and exploring other folk- and popular-musical repertoires in 
search of a new national style that might announce America powerfully on the 
world’s stages.  
In the theater, the legacies of realism inherited from the nineteenth 
century were increasingly modified or even abandoned as playwrights and 
directors experimented with the new tools of modernism, variously 
expressionist, symbolist, “epic,” surrealist, constructivist, formalist, and their 
combinations and variants.107 The cinema, for all its blatant artificiality as a 
dramatic medium—its obviously mechanical-technological foundations, its two-
dimensionality, its inherent discontinuity, its early lack of both sound and 
color—was increasingly seen as the true heir of dramatic realism, and the theater, 
it was reasoned, should stop trying to compete with it on those terms.  
A great deal has been written about the influences of earlier theater music 
practice on the uses of music in the cinema. Musicologist Katherine Preston put it 
plainly: “The lineage of film music [. . .] should be clear—it grew directly out of 
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music for the stage.”108 Less has been written about the turnabout effect of 
cinematic musical practices on the theater throughout the period of their shared 
history. I have already noted the economic impact of cinema on live theater 
during this period. Increasingly, the stage was forced to confront its new mass-
media competition—cinema, radio, and eventually television—either through 
differentiation, imitation, or both.109 
In Arena, published in 1940, Flanagan warned that  
[t]he movies, in their kaleidoscopic speed and juxtaposition of 
external objects and internal emotions are seeking to find visible 
and audible expression for the tempo and the psychology of our 
time. The stage too must experiment—with ideas, with 
psychological relationship of men and women, with speech and 
rhythm forms, with dance and movement, with color and light—or 
it must and should become a museum product.110 
 
In a 1938 letter “To All Directors, Actors, Designers, and Producers on the 
Federal Theatre Project” Flanagan “urged the necessity for rethinking the 
whole matter of staging, for substituting light and dynamic movement for 
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painted backdrops.” She wrote:  
The movies have beaten realism at its own game. Where the stage can 
show realistically only one room, or an exterior which always looks 
faked; or a succession of such imitations, the movies can flash 
kaleidoscopically a thousand views in and out of the house, up and 
downstairs, with countless camera shots. Consequently the stage 
should not try to compete here, but should try to develop the asset 
which the movie does not and cannot possess: the living body of 
the actors, emphasized by light, coming into as intimate relation as 
possible with the audience, seen from as many angles, massed in as 
many formations, as possible. This does not mean that the actor 
should always act on a flat stage. Stage forms which suggest the 
theme of the play, which enrich playing space for actors, are 
possible. Just as architecture today stresses function, and 
emphasizes, rather than conceals, its materials, so the stage should 
stress the fact that it is a stage and should not be content to look 
like an imitation of a flat surface movie. Like architecture, the stage 
should emphasize its own special materials—that is, three 
dimensional movement of three dimensional bodies: voice, 
individual and choric; light, and its effect on both movement and 
sound; and an audience with which a connection can and must be 
made.111 
 
To justify her contentions, Flanagan rather pointedly used as examples the first 
two scenery-less productions of the brand new Mercury Theatre, The Cradle Will 
Rock and Julius Caesar, by the duo (Welles and Houseman) that had so recently—
and so successfully—defied her authority as head of the FTP. Two year earlier, 
British literary scholar Allardyce Nicoll published a similar argument:  
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The film has such a hold over the world of reality, can achieve 
expression so vitally in terms of ordinary life, that the realistic play 
must surely come to seem trivial, false, and inconsequential. [. . .] 
Whether in its attempts to reproduce reality and give the illusion of 
actual events or whether in its pretense toward depth and subtlety 
of character-drawing, the stage is aiming at things alien to its spirit, 
things which so much more easily may be accomplished in the film 
that their exploitation on the stage gives only an impression of vain 
effort.112 
 
“In plotting the lines of the future” wrote teacher-critic Charles Norris 
Houghton,  
it is essential to consider the relation of the stage to the motion 
picture. I believe that artistically the former has not adequately 
capitalized on its differences from the latter. Too frequently, with 
an eye to a fabulous sale to Hollywood, it has been content, largely 
because of commercial pressure, to produce plays which would 
make good movies. This being the case, it is little wonder that the 
theater looks more and more like the means to cinematic ends.113 
 
Like Flanagan, Houghton believed that live theater would do better to emphasize 
those aspects of its art that differentiated it from film, even while following film in 
“seeking to find visible and audible expression for the tempo and the psychology 
of our time”, in order to avoid becoming a “museum product.” “Although 
realism has long been the dominant mode of modern drama,” wrote theater critic 
                                                        
112 Allardyce Nicoll, Film and Theatre (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell, 1936), 183-84. 
 
113 (Charles) Norris Houghton, “Theater for the Common Man,” The American Scholar 12/3 
(Summer 1943): 309-10. 
 
106 
Eric Bentley, “there are two inventions which could—and, according to many 
authorities, should—put an end to realism in the theater. One is the cinema.”114 
By today’s standards—and I suspect even by some standards at the time—
the cinema of the 1930s and 40s, especially of the Hollywood-studios variety, was 
far from realistic in the common sense of that word, with its pre-Method acting 
style, frequently improbable plots, virtuoso editing that allowed the spectator 
vantages and changes of vantage impossible in real life, and, of course, torrents 
of operatic underscoring. An often-quoted advertisement from the Saturday 
Evening Post claimed that, at the movies,  
[b]efore you know it you are living the story—laughing, loving, 
hating, struggling, winning! All the adventure, all the romance, all 
the excitement you lack in your daily life are in Pictures. They take 
you completely out of yourself into a wonderful new world . . . Out 
of the cage of everyday existence! If only for an afternoon or an 
evening—escape!”115 
 
Anything but reality.  
Of course, the realism to which Flanagan and the others referred was not 
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reality at all but the theatrical style known as dramatic realism inherited from the 
nineteenth century, especially the pictorial realism associated with the work of 
Charles Kean, Henry Irving, David Belasco, Steele MacKaye, and others.116 
Cinema’s primary claim to realism in the 1930s and 40s—apart from its use of 
prose dialogue rather than verse and a certain non-theatrical acting style—was 
its mise-en-scène, its photographic reproduction of visual reality. For theater 
historian John Gassner,  
the experience of environment was never before so fully realized as 
on the motion picture screen. The backgrounds that the dramatists 
had had to describe in words and that his production associates 
could, as a rule, only suggest within the narrow limits of stage 
scenery, became a major achievement of the motion picture camera. 
In short, a new protagonist or antagonist was fully born in the 
present century—the physical environment.117 
 
This included not only expensive and minutely-detailed movie sets that could be 
shown from virtually any vantage, far and near (or real-life locations in some 
cases), but the implication of more or less vast spaces beyond the screen. When 
the “fourth wall” of realist theater became the only wall of cinematic drama it 
magically opened upon the two dimensions of the projection screen the 
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representation or implication of space infinitely deeper and broader than the real 
three dimensions of the live theater.118  
This made cinematic “realism” more realist than traditional theatrical 
realism for Flanagan and the others, even in spite of the fact that, with real bodies 
in real costumes speaking with live voices, the theater by its nature is more 
“real” in a certain sense than film can ever be. As actor Lee Strasberg pointed out 
in response to Flanagan’s letter, “[i]t is the theatre, and not the movies, which 
uses ‘real’ time and ‘real’ space and ‘real’ people and ‘real’ objects. The movies 
only use the ‘image.’”119 “[T]he theatrical fiction is experienced more” wrote film 
theorist Christian Metz “[. . .] as a set of real pieces of behavior actively directed 
at the evocation of something unreal, whereas cinematic fiction is experienced 
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rather as the quasi-real presence of that unreal itself”.120 
Theater offered another sort of realness, too: with increasing frequency, 
the spoken theater was again offering “real” music played by live musicians, 
something the cinema had long since ceased to offer. Though Flanagan fails to 
mention it in the letter quoted above, music might also have been included in her 
list—along with lighting, impressionistic settings, and the actors’ bodies—of 
those elements that could help to define locale, atmosphere, or historic period in 
the absence of an overtly representational set. It is hard to refrain from 
speculating on her omission. She acknowledged the power of music in the 
theater more than once in Arena, and wrote of frequent collaborations with the 
Federal Music Project.121 In the right hands—and from the right pen—music had 
proved itself an important tool in several of the FTP’s most successful 
productions and, as noted, seemed generally on the ascendant (again) in the 
modern American theater of the late 1930s, after the sharp decline of the earlier 
Depression years. But, in addition to being expensive, music was, by 1938, both a 
throwback to earlier theatrical times and one of Hollywood’s trump cards in 
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creating its potent and profitable illusions. 
Even as some called for a radical redefinition of live theater in relation to 
cinema, others were freely appropriating the techniques of the latter into the 
former. As early as 1938, famed stage designer, theater theorist, and historian 
Mordecai Gorelik could write that “the stage, which once lent its technique to the 
cinema, is now learning valuable lessons from the cinema in return.”122 Flanagan 
herself admitted that her original vision for the Living Newspaper was “a rapid, 
cinematic form”123 and, as we shall see, stage directors like Welles and 
playwrights like Williams were bringing the influences of cinema onto the living 
stage from conception to presentation. Martin Esslin declared that “it is 
undoubtedly under the influence of the cinema—and radio [. . .]—that the 
techniques of stage drama have been opened up and freed from the constraints 
of the ‘well-made play’.”124 Actual filmed components began to appear with 
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increasing frequency in live theatrical productions,125 while stage directors and 
designers began the long history of experimentation with techniques that 
duplicate or suggest cinema practice that continues to this day. Esslin observed 
that cinematic techniques “like flashback, the dynamic montage of long and short 
scenes, frequent change of the place of action, the use of recorded voice-overs, or 
narrators who are present on stage and weave in and out of the action, have 
become common place in contemporary stage drama.”126 Though Esslin was 
writing in 1968, such techniques are already evident in midcentury theater 
practice (in, for example, the work of Welles and Williams examined below). 
Engel credited to radio drama the increasing use of music as a signifying bridge 
or linking element between theatrical scenes, and even suggested that the high 
standard of performance demanded of radio and film musicians “has, 
fortunately, become a menace to the old-style ‘pit’ performers” in the theater.127 
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The pretense of realism motivated film makers in the early days of 
synchronized sound to avoid any music for which a reasonable source could not 
be readily identified within the diegesis: they figured, quite reasonably, that 
audiences would not accept a disembodied music impinging upon the so-called 
realism of the filmic medium.128 They soon learned better and the classic 
Hollywood film score, with its copious use of underscoring, was born.129 
Cinematic underscoring may be traced directly to the practices of nineteenth-
century melodrama. According to Anne Dhu Shapiro, “[t]he functions of music 
in melodrama were transferred very directly into music for the early silent film. 
[. . .] Theater musicians went from stage productions to making live music for the 
silent film. Not surprisingly, they brought some of their traditions and styles of 
music making with them.”130 Music became chief among the tools employed in 
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the fundamentally fake medium of film to minimize or render insignificant “any 
reminders of the cinema’s materiality which jeopardize the formation of 
subjectivity”,131 to quote Gorbman, with the goal of relaxing the critical faculties 
of the spectator, subjugating awareness of self to the act of spectatorship, 
immersing the audience deeper into the action of the drama, and eliciting greater 
emotional identification with the characters and situations on the screen. Film 
music, writes cinema scholar Robert Stam, “directs our emotional responses, 
excites our glands, relaxes our pulses, and triggers our fears”.132 Ideally, this 
produces what Gorbman labels the “untroublesome viewing subject”.133 
Audiences came to accept, and enjoy, both the subjectivity-formation and the 
heightened impact of filmic underscoring, with its ability to smooth over 
discontinuity, anchor or even generate meaning, and reinforce, comment upon, 
counterpoint, even create, all manner of emotion, atmosphere, or psychology 
within the drama. In a sense, it was the operatic qualities of underscoring that 
gave it its pleasure-producing power: “The more unreal [. . .] the music can make 
the reality” wrote Brecht “the more pleasurable the whole process becomes: the 
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pleasure grows in proportion to the degree of unreality.”134 
From here, from this conception of the operatic power of cinematic 
underscoring, we are able to view the forays of composers like Thomson, 
Blitzstein, and Bowles—all of whom also worked in multiple lyric-theatrical 
genres—into the spoken theater as reasonable signs of a trend toward a more 
cinematized theater during this period. All three also worked extensively as film 
composers, though only Thomson (once) on a major commercial Hollywood film. 
The increasing skill and subtlety of theatrical underscoring—along with well-
made source music, of course, when required—reflects not only the high level of 
musical artistry that these composers brought to the spoken drama, but also this 
cinematizing tendency in the uses and functions of theater music—more, I 
believe, than it reflects an atavistic theatricality. In the hands of composers like 
these, especially in collaboration with the best playwrights, directors, and 
designers, cinematic underscoring in the theater became a newly-modernized 
multipurpose tool. 
* * * 
It is no surprise that scholars have frequently noted the influences of 
popular media in Orson Welles’s theater. “From the earliest stage of his career” 
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wrote theater historian Mark W. Estrin, “Welles sought to extend media 
boundaries, to link and mix the forms in which he worked”.135 According to 
Welles biographer David Thomson 
[h]e was one of those people who saw just one test in the theater 
when dealing with classic material—will today’s audiences be 
thrilled, delighted or terrified, as if . . . as if they were at the 
movies? [. . .] One may say that this was a conscious cinematic 
influence already. But it was also the magician’s method, and an 
unconscious insight—that audiences had discovered a delicious, 
dangerous servitude at the movies.136 
 
Welles’s production of Marlow’s The Tragical History of Dr. Faustus, Thomson 
suggests, 
seems to have been influenced by the entire expressionistic 
experience of cinema, of darkness and light in harmony and 
conflict. [. . .] Naturalism was the more fully abandoned when 
Welles turned to sound. He had not been wasting his time in radio, 
no matter how humble or foolish [. . .]. He filled the play (and its 
patches of darkness) with sound [. . .]. There were echo effects, and 
sometimes voices were augmented or distorted by microphones. 
The music, by Paul Bowles, was all haunting woodwind. And as in 
any great black-and-white movie—as in Citizen Kane—Welles 
sought a unity in which the audience felt that the mix of sounds, 
voices and music was entirely blended with the picture. There was 
nothing left to chance or nature.137 
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Richard France saw the inspiration of Hollywood horror movies in Faustus.138 In 
Horse Eats Hat, French film critic André Bazin identified the influence of René 
Clair’s film version of the play, Un chapeau de paille d'Italie (1928).139 In 1938, two 
years before beginning work on Citizen Kane, Welles conceived and directed 
extended filmed sequences for the Mercury’s (abortive) Too Much Johnson (see 
Chapter Five, below). The contemporary newsreel is frequently identified as one 
of several filmic models for Welles’s groundbreaking adaptation of Julius Caesar, 
a production famed for its lighting effects (by Jean Rosenthal) whereby “scenes 
faded in and out with cinematic freedom” and light “picked out key faces and 
threw them into sharpened focus as a camera might”.140 In that same production, 
he attempted “the kind of sophisticated sound collages that had become the 
staple of the radio theatre,” in collaboration with sound technician Irving Reis, 
creator of CBS’s Columbia Workshop (though it ultimately overwhelmed the 
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crude sound system of the Mercury playhouse and had to be scrapped).141 “There 
is no doubt” writes Denning, “that the originality of Welles and the Mercury lay 
in their combination of the resources of theater, film, and radio to develop a 
repertoire of expressionistic devices and special effects.”142 Kennedy dubbed both 
Caesar and Macbeth “cinematic productions” in their reliance upon “directorial 
invention and brilliantly creative lighting.”143 Welles also incorporated filmed 
elements into his lavish Broadway musical, Around the World (1946, words and 
music by Cole Porter). 
David Thomson’s reference, above, to the “magician’s method” reminds 
us that Welles was also an avid magician (in the literal “rabbit from a hat” sense). 
His Faustian Time Runs (Paris 1950; songs by Duke Ellington sung by Eartha Kitt) 
eventually became part of An Evening with Orson Welles, a variety-type show that 
also included scenes from Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest, 
Shakespeare’s Henry VI, and Welles’s own magic act, in a gallimaufry of high and 
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low art forms.144 He performed a similar act, combining Shakespearean recitation 
and magic tricks, in Las Vegas. Faustus was a series of scenes “all like magic acts 
and vaudeville turns presented in the grand guignol manner”145 using black 
velvet in such a way that, with the proper lighting (by Abe Feder), actors could 
appear and disappear from thin air and objects seemed to levitate. “Card tricks 
and soliloquies” writes Wilson Smith, “in a later age, such a high-low mish-mash 
might have been dubbed ‘postmodern’. But Welles never fit such genealogies. 
Too enamoured of mass culture to be quite a modernist, he was also too rooted 
in what he understood as tradition to be quite post.”146 In short, Welles 
personified an ultra-American salmagundi of the highbrow and the low: he 
personified the American middlebrow. 
At the other end of the theatrical process, so to speak, playwright 
Tennessee Williams showed, from the beginning of his career, the influences of 
cinema upon his developing theatrical technique. Edward Murray suggested that 
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Williams sought “to escape from a narrow stage realism” through the use of 
theatrical techniques inspired by the movies.147 Theater scholar George Brandt 
considered Williams, of all America’s eminent playwrights up to 1967, the one 
who had “most effectively learnt the lessons in freedom that the cinema has to 
teach.”148 According to drama scholars R. Barton Palmer and William Robert 
Bray “[t]he complementary processes involved in moviemaking, especially the 
coordination of musical, lighting, and camera effects, fascinated Williams, who [. 
. .] was to devote great attention to conceiving his plays as multilayered 
productions”.149 Williams modeled the setting of his play Camino Real (1953), 
suggests Williams scholar Brenda Murphy, on the 1942 film Casablanca.150 The 
playwright asks for a night sky of familiar constellations, “the nebulous radiance 
of the Milky Way” itself, and “fleecy cloud forms” projected onto the cyclorama 
behind Summer and Smoke. Filmic projections figure prominently in Sweet Bird of 
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Youth, too, from the semi-tropical sea and sky and the grove of royal palm trees 
specified for Act I, to the projection of Boss Finley’s political rally in Act II, the 
latter presciently suggesting a massive television set in the hotel lounge. The 
disarticulation between interior and exterior space specified by Williams in 
several of his plays allows a filmic fluidity of action both within and across 
scenes.151  
Perhaps because of the centrality of the cinema to the actual plot of The 
Glass Menagerie—Tom’s constant “going to the movies” is a key source of conflict 
within the play—several commentators have considered the filmic aspects of the 
work. George Crandall examines the influence of the cinema on the constitution 
of the play as memory, suggesting camera-like points-of-view, a sort of shot-
reverse-shot function in the narrator role, and Tom’s “patriarchal gaze,” as 
evidence of that influence.152 Literary scholar Maurice Yacowar notes Menagerie’s 
“filmic flow of short scenes.”153 Though Williams was briefly employed as a staff 
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screenwriter at MGM in 1943—where an early version of Menagerie, “The 
Gentleman Caller,” was written and rejected—most Williams scholars agree his 
cinematic sensibility took root long before that, in his formative years as an 
introspective adolescent escaping, like the fictional Tom, to the movies.154 Writing 
specifically about music, Edward Murray notes “how Williams uses music in 
plays like The Glass Menagerie and A Streetcar Named Desire, where specific 
themes or motifs are faded in and out with movie-like precision.”155 Williams 
biographer Lyle Leverich suggested that it was not any of the Germanic 
techniques of music-drama but “the increasing importance of sound effects and 
background music in films [that] was the direct influence upon his integration of 
music within [Menagerie’s] action.”156 (The cinematic qualities of Menagerie, 
especially as they interact with Bowles’s original music, are examined further in 
Chapter Five, below.) Brandt wrote that “Williams’s careful orchestration of 
sound—music as well as effects—is almost as deeply indebted to the cinema as 
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are some of his visual devices.”157 In 1950 and 1951, respectively, Menagerie and A 
Streetcar Named Desire became the first two of the more than twelve of Williams’s 
works to be made into movies. Thereafter, it might be assumed, the cinema (and 
its potential money) was more in the playwright’s mind than ever. 
 
“The Queerest Art”158 
Thomson, Bowles, and Blitzstein were all gay (or at least, in Bowles’s case, 
significantly nonheteronormative). As men and as artists, they necessarily 
negotiated their queer subjectivities differently. Bowles and Blitzstein married, 
Thomson did not (though he did have a long-term relationship with the painter 
Maurice Grosser). Both Bowles’s wife, Jane Auer Bowles, and Blitzstein’s, Eva 
Goldbeck, lived troubled lives in their husband’s shadows, so to speak, and died 
early deaths that can be traced at least in part to extreme psychological 
dysfunction (Bowles from the ravages of alcoholism, Goldbeck from 
complications associated with anorexia), though neither woman entered into her 
marriage deceived about her husband’s sexuality (Bowles herself was lesbian) 
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nor do I wish to suggest here any direct correlation between their marriages and 
their illnesses. Though remarkably open about his sexuality for the era, 
Blitzstein’s position as a political radical to some degree subsumed his 
marginalization as a gay man. Bowles was famously ambiguous sexually, even 
among his friends and gay colleagues;159 he travelled outside the U.S. 
compulsively and eventually emigrated to North Africa, as the sociopolitical 
climate in this country in the late 1940s was becoming increasingly reactionary 
and dangerous. Thomson was the most visible of the three on the mainstream 
classical music scene at midcentury and thus adhered most closely, outside safe 
circles, to what Philip Brett called the “discretionary model of homosexuality” 
required of gay people who sought respectability and prestige within the 
heteronormative parameters of mainstream culture at that time.160 
“It is notable” Nadine Hubbs writes “that in an era of tremendous 
industry in the classification and often brutal enforcement of racial, gender, and 
sexual identity norms, certain groups thereby relegated to the margins of 
American society [. . .] made in music a place for themselves and their 
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expression, and indeed distinguished themselves here in radical disproportion to 
their numbers in society.”161 Musicologist Susan McClary suggests that “[t]here 
was a kind of self-selection in American music [in the mid-twentieth century]. 
The straight boys claimed the moral high ground of modernism and fled to the 
universities, and the queers literally took center stage in concert halls and opera 
houses and ballet, all of which are musics that people are more likely to respond 
to.”162 Though McClary may have somewhat overstated the centrality of stage 
taken by the “queers” (the European tradition still dominated most mainstream 
concert halls and opera houses), the spoken theater might be added to her list of 
venues where some queer classical composers—those willing to step outside 
more traditional “high art” venues—found a significant measure of success 
during this period, even if they could never exactly “take center stage” there, 
given the nature of the work. “Learning how to tailor music to a stage director’s 
needs,” Thomson declared “was better discipline than writing arcane music for a 
university chamber music concert.”163 Academia in those days was still relatively 
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hostile to gay people, to judge by the comically homophobic assessment of 
Thomson by Curtis composition teacher Rosario Scalero (according to Rorem): 
“Silly man—he wears bracelets”164; and by the “homosexual purges” at Eastman 
reported by David Diamond and others.165 
Today most of us accept a rather broader definition of modernism than 
the one McClary seems to allow in the quote above, a modernism that 
encompassed a broad range of reactions to modernity, from both the “straight 
boys” and the “queers.”166 Both groups are implicated in a widespread program 
of self-conscious rejection/innovation and, in the United States, the search for 
that holy grail of the time, an “American sound.”167 As historian Michael S. 
Sherry sees it, queer American modernist composers “had a knack for capturing, 
advancing, and popularizing modernist idioms, sensibilities, and aspirations: 
they made modernism lyrical and accessible while sustaining its excitement and 
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broadening its range.”168 In fact, as I suggest below, that “knack” and the 
modernist idioms through which it found expression had important 
ramifications with regard to the work of these men in the spoken theater. 
That American musical modernism—indeed, the very success of a 
generally-recognizable “American sound” in the concert and opera repertoires, 
one that eventually spilled over into popular media such as cinema and 
television—owes much to the work of gay composers, especially Thomson and 
Copland, and the wide ramifications of that situation, have been skillfully 
presented and persuasively argued by Hubbs in her book The Queer Composition 
of America’s Sound: Gay Modernists, American Music, and National Identity. Her 
study focuses on a circle of male classical or “art music” composers that 
flourished in the mid-twentieth century with connections to the two powerful 
figures of Thomson and Copland and/or to each other, including Bowles and 
Blitzstein, as well as Diamond, Bernstein, and Rorem. The circle Hubbs identifies 
is constituted not only by the queer sexuality of its members but by such 
“motifs” (to borrow her term) as a style that remained rooted in tonality, with 
connections to a French aesthetic that valued clarity/transparency, economy of 
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means, and direct communication (all highly desirable qualities in theater music) 
over what they perceived as Germanic abstraction and complexity (especially in 
the form of dodecaphony), an aesthetic received at first or second hand from 
Parisian composition teacher Nadia Boulanger. Hubbs describes their work as 
“accessible, entertaining, classically informed yet commercially viable music for 
theater, ballet, movie, and sometimes radio audiences” (she might have added 
television, which came later in the period).169  
Hubbs suggests a coded semantics of the time in which such descriptors 
as “simple” (read: not formally rigorous, thus irrational), “tonal,” and “French” 
(or Franco-Russian) were code for “feminine” and therefore, in the “markedly 
homosocial male sphere” of classical music, homosexual. This stood in binary 
opposition to a “complex” (read: formally rigorous, rational), “atonal,” and 
“German” (or Austro-German) masculinity (read: heterosexuality).170 These very 
terms and the practices they reduce, she argues 
provide key elements of an influential definitional axis—
heterosexual/homosexual, complex/simple, atonal/tonal, 
German/French—along which gay modernists created identities for 
themselves and for American music, and colleagues and 
commentators sometimes targeted them with homophobic censures 
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and conspiracy theories 
 
an axis that 
should be understood to begin at the modernist preoccupation with 
identity—with classifying subjects in terms of race, nationality, 
gender, sexuality, and other individual and collective, personal and 
professional identity constructs.171  
 
But neither the existence of this network of gay modernist composers nor 
the articulation of an “influential definitional axis” that opposes it to a straight 
counterpart of some kind accounts specifically for the strong presence of queer 
composers, and these three especially, in the spoken theater. Rather, a different 
network must be identified in this context, a musico-theatrical network, gay and 
straight, centering around not Thomson and Copland but Thomson and 
Houseman. For it was (gay) Thomson who gave (straight) Houseman his 
theatrical start via their epoch-making production of Four Saints in Three Acts. 
Houseman returned the favor by bringing Thomson into the FTP—“the first 
composer of his generation to welcome WPA work”172—at the same time that he 
took a gamble on the young (straight) Welles. Thomson introduced (gay?) 
Bowles into the Houseman-Welles-FTP circle where, after proving himself, the 
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younger composer moved on to work with the Group Theatre (with which his 
other gay mentor, Copland, was already involved, as noted above), and the 
Theatre Guild, through which he met the young (gay) Tennessee Williams. 
Though (gay) Blitzstein evidently approached Welles independently with The 
Cradle Will Rock, the composer had already established himself in the New York 
new-music circle around Thomson and Copland (with both of whom Welles had 
already worked too) and had even dabbled in the commercial musical theater. 
Yet they were unable to find the means to mount a production of Cradle until 
Houseman and (straight) Flanagan agreed to produce it as part of the FTP. At 
what must have been an historic evening, Blitzstein and Welles auditioned the 
work for Houseman and Flanagan at the apartment Houseman shared with 
Thomson at the time, with the elder composer present.173 
Clearly “show business,” to borrow Thomson’s campy phrase, offered a 
welcoming environment—and a reasonably steady paycheck—to many of the 
members of the circle Hubbs identifies, and even provided the foundation for an 
overlapping circle, one in which the accessible, expressive tonal idiom and 
“crossover” proclivities of the former proved especially effective in constituting 
the latter. The very existence of this other, musico-theatrical, network, the 
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willingness (or necessity) of these gifted composers to step outside the prescribed 
paths of classical music, to ply their wares on the commercial stages—initially 
the low-cost stages of the “people’s theater” like the FTP, the Mercury, and the 
Group, no less—to put themselves in the roles of collaborators in a medium 
where music could never be anything but ancillary, bespeaks pragmatism, 
certainly, perhaps even a certain Dadaistic defiance174—especially of what theater 
scholar David Savran labels “modernist antitheatricalism” and its “aversion to 
program music”.175 Even the composers themselves were sometimes equivocal 
about the work, as we shall see. But the crossover might also be read as an act of 
resistance against established roles and hierarchies, and against well-defined 
categories for both artists and audiences, by the blurring of boundaries between 
cultural spheres.  
As Savran reminds us elsewhere, the highest brows of highbrow 
American culture through much of the twentieth century were not those of the 
upper economic classes but, rather, an elite caste of artists and the intelligentsia 
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with no real (economic) power of its own (parodied by Blitzstein in the 
characters of Dauber and Yasha in The Cradle Will Rock), compelled to guard its 
cultural affluence fiercely, especially against the encroaching dangers—akin to 
communism and homosexuality—of the subversive perversions of the 
commodifying middlebrow. “The cachet of highbrow culture” Savran writes, “was 
dependent on its purported refusal of commodity status and its ability to 
function as a signifier of cultural purity, consecration, and asceticism”.176 
Clement Greenberg, mouthpiece of the Highbrow, summed up the ongoing 
problem in 1948 in terms typical of Cold-War-style alarmism: 
[Middlebrow] culture presents a more serious threat to the genuine 
article than the old-time, pulp, dime-novel, Tin Pan Alley, Schund 
variety ever has or will. Unlike the latter, which has its social limits 
clearly marked out for it, middlebrow culture attacks distinctions 
as such and insinuates itself everywhere, devaluing the precious, 
infecting the healthy, corrupting the honest, and stultifying the 
wise. Insidiousness is of its essence, and in recent years its avenues 
of penetration have become infinitely more difficult to detect and 
block.177 
 
Greenberg’s rhetoric is representative: “attacks,” “insinuates,” “infecting,” 
“corrupting,” “insidious”—the unseen threat from within—highbrow’s own 
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red/lavender scare. Lowbrow was easy to define, thus easy to control; but the 
middlebrow was much more threatening to established aesthetic orders because 
of its inherent ambiguity, its “fuzzing up of distinctions,” to paraphrase Dwight 
Macdonald.178 
American theater, with its “promiscuous mixture of commerce and art, 
entertainment and politics, the banal and the auratic, profane and sacred, 
spectacular and personal, erotic and intellectual”179 was the middlebrow mongrel 
par excellence, hard to quantify, thus hard to place and keep within established 
hierarchies. Like theater itself, to borrow Alisa Solomon’s colorful language, 
those composers who crossed boundaries with such slipperiness, demonstrated 
“sodomitical tendencies to disrupt category and make hash of convention.”180 
Tellingly, in his famous article on “Masscult and Midcult,” Macdonald used the 
American Shakespeare Festival, with which Thomson, Blitzstein, and Houseman 
were all associated (see Chapters Three and Four, below) as one example of his 
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despised “midcult.”181 Similarly, Greenberg singled out playwright William 
Saroyan (see Chapter Five, below) as an example of someone who has been “here 
and abroad” dangerously mistaken for an important American writer. Greenberg 
ends his warning against the threat of the middlebrow by lamenting that, if the 
prognosis is dire for literature, “[t]he situation is no better in painting and 
music.”182 “Middlebrow obscuring, dulling, tarnishing and coarsening even the 
silver edge of Heaven’s own scythe” lamented Virginia Woolf with high-flown 
sarcasm in her essay Middlebrow. A few sentences later, she queried with feigned 
alarm: “what will become of us, men and women, if Middlebrow has his way 
with us, and there is only a middle sex but no husbands or wives?”183  
Writing under the pseudonym Donald Webster Cory, sociologist Edward 
Sagarin suggested that 
the homosexual [. . .] as a result of his anomalous position in 
society, is likely to become a skeptic and an iconoclast. Why? 
Because in that area of his life with which he is so vitally concerned, 
he is forced to reject an attitude which he finds so universally taken 
for granted by others. [. . .] He sees that there is room neither for 
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inquiry nor argument [. . .].184  
 
Thomson and the others who followed him into the commercial spoken theater 
and other demotic spheres of the middlebrow in the 1930s may be viewed as 
“rejecting an attitude so universally taken for granted” that serious composers 
are only concerned with producing chefs d’oeuvre for the concert hall and opera 
house. “Modernism” Oja writes, “made efforts to challenge the notion of what 
might be termed ‘acceptable’ in art, whether through Dada and the machine 
movement or forays into popular music [. . . ] blurring the distinctions between 
art and entertainment.”185 At least one result of which was, in Sherry’s words, 
that “modernist hybrid at which queer artists seemed adept” and in which they 
“succeeded through their ability to reach audiences and cross divisions of culture 
and genre. The rapid movement of creative products across the permeable 
boundaries of high, mid, and popular culture was one source of the anxiety they 
aroused.”186 Following cultural critic Andreas Huyssen, Oja also points to a 
discourse of the period that gendered high culture as masculine and mass culture 
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as feminine.187 The work of these composers in the commercial and popular 
theaters, then, not only “made hay” of the boundaries of a cultural hierarchy, it 
challenged a gender construct, too. Sherry coins the term “inbetweenness” to 
capture the simultaneous insider-outsider status of these gay modernist 
composers,188 but it is a term that might also usefully apply to their art and the 
venues where they chose to produce it, one that calls to mind Judith Butler’s 
proposition of a queerness that resists the disavowal of discrete categorizations 
in favor of “a set of identificatory and practical crossings between” (emphasis 
added).189 In this Zwischenfach, this in-between region, especially in the spoken 
theater, these composers found spaces in which to write “succinctly, creatively, 
and without that crippling self-consciousness of being judged for the ages.”190 
In this context, it may be worth recalling literary critic Hugh Grady’s 
assessment of postmodernism as “formed within the surface of the commodified 
reality of late modernity, as an instance of an ‘art-effect’ dispersed within what 
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had been for Romanticism and high modernism the very opposite of the 
aesthetic [. . .] not really immanent in the images but rather an ‘art-effect’ created 
through interactions of artifact, context, and perception.” Grady also writes of 
postmodernism’s “subversion of the old distinction between art and popular 
culture” and its “aesthetics of disparateness and disunity [. . .] with the disparate 
‘neutral practice’ of pastiche.”191 If we substitute “sounds” for “images” we 
uncover a remarkably apt description of the spirit of much of the work of the 
tonal modernists, including their work in the spoken theater, well before the 
standard terminus a quo of postmodernism. However, a distinction might be 
made between the appropriation of stylistic elements from popular/folk genres 
such as ragtime, blues, and jazz into polystylistic concert works and operas—a 
practice in play since the 1920s and even earlier in both European and American 
musical modernisms192—and the actual moving off of that native turf to the more 
taboo realms of commercial entertainment, with the requisite adoption of the 
means and materials of that realm. While the pretensions of a composer like 
George Gershwin were certainly threatening, they inherently implied sanction 
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(in the sense of the granting of approval) from the musical haute monde, thereby 
maintaining the established cultural hierarchy and its distribution of power. 
Though it was undoubtedly not his intention, Edward Burlingame Hill, in 
suggesting that Rhapsody in Blue “indicate[s] that it may be more profitable for 
the jazz composer to turn to the larger forms than for the ‘high-brow’ composer 
to condescend to jazz”,193 in some respect implies the preservation of the 
hierarchy: if the popular (“jazz”) composers like Gershwin wish to attempt the 
crossing-over, perhaps the “high brows” ought to opt not to “condescend” 
(though many still did). At least Gershwin’s revolutionary form of bottom-up 
modernism could be argued for or against on high modernism’s own terms.194 
For composers from the realms of classical music deigning to descend into the 
demimonde of the popular/commercial theater in the following decade and 
beyond, even the liminal realms of the “crossover movement”195 were 
transgressed, not just stylistically but geographically. 
Though this phenomenon was clearly not limited to gay composers—the 
                                                        
193 Edward Burlingame Hill, "Jazz," Harvard Graduates' Magazine (March 1926): 365, as quoted in 
Carol J. Oja, “Gershwin and American Modernists of the 1920s,” Musical Quarterly 78/4 (Winter 
1994): 654. 
 
194 For Gershwin’s relation to modernism and the role of Rhapsody in Blue in the emergence of an 
Americanist brand of modernism, see Oja, “Gershwin and American Modernists.” 
 
195 Oja, Making Music Modern, 329. 
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foundations of Kurt Weill’s famously-unclassifiable style must be sought 
elsewhere, for example—the three composers in the present study did all 
embody resistance in particularly strong ways, personally as well as 
professionally: Blitzstein both politically and sexually; Bowles through his 
resistance to formal training, his category-defying (and hugely successful) turn to 
literature, his wanderlust and eventual expatriation, even his sexual 
inscrutability; and Thomson through a lifelong public adherence to the codes of 
the closet that jangled incongruously, even defiantly, with a flamboyant persona 
that embraced Stein, Satie, cellophane, and the world of the popular/commercial 
theater. Each thereby carved a unique place for himself in the American cultural 
landscape of his time, in each case a place that straddled borders and defied 
boundaries. As critics, all three wrote about popular media with the same 
seriousness and consideration they committed to the critique of “high art” forms. 
Their “two-pronged assault—compositional and critical—on revered wisdom 
and unquestioned hierarchies of value”196 (to quote Hubbs again) was nothing if 
not modern. And queer, in the broadest sense of that word. 
But the very degrees and types of crossings and identity-category 
defiances among these composers also make their work particularly hard to 
                                                        
196 Hubbs, Queer Composition, 171. 
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handle historiographically. As musicologists Sophie Fuller and Lloyd Whitesell 
caution, while it may seem “logical to consider the degree to which certain likely 
individuals conformed to standard models of queer identification and 
socialization”, individuals like Thomson, Blitzstein, and Bowles “proved to be 
fundamentally ill-suited to conformity” of any uncomplicatedly totalizing 
historiographical stripe.197 The ways in which the keeping of identity secrets 
intersects with impulses toward the maintenance or defiance of cultural 
boundaries and the deployments of style among the various iterations of 
modernism (complex versus simple, arcane versus accessible, etc.) in “a culture 
intrigued by well-kept secrets”198 is a twisted strand yet to be untangled.  
In his biography of Thomson, Anthony Tommasini includes several 
passages from Oscar Wilde’s De Profundis that the composer marked in his copy 
of the work, perhaps when he originally read it as a young man of seventeen, 
perhaps later. Two of the marked passages are particularly telling: 
I must be far more of an individualist than I ever was. I must get far 
more out of myself than I ever got, and ask far less of the world 
than I ever asked. The one disgraceful, unpardonable, and to all 
time contemptible action of my life was allowing myself to appeal 
                                                        
197 Sophie Fuller and Lloyd Whitesell, “Secret Passages,” in Queer Episodes in Music and Modern 
Identity, ed. Sophie Fuller and Lloyd Whitesell (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2002), 10. 
 
198 Sherry, Gay Artists in Modern American Culture, 50. 
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to society for help and protection.199 
 
And 
 
Do write clearly. Otherwise it looks as if you had something to 
conceal.200 
 
If the specter of Wilde’s persecution was never far from the consciousness of gay 
artists, even during this period, the spirit of Erik Satie presided over this 
particular circle of gay artists like a patron saint. “[A]n eccentric, celibate recluse 
who preferred homosocial artistic circles and published a passionate statement 
about his friendship with Debussy yet who vehemently disapproved of open 
homosexuals such as [Jean] Cocteau”,201 Satie had a profound influence upon 
Thomson, who became an avid proselyte for the Frenchman in America. He was 
also much admired by both Blitzstein and Bowles.202 Like all three Americans, 
Satie wrote extensively for the theater. Fuller and Whitesell locate an “intriguing 
rhetorical stance [. . .] detached and paradoxical” in those works of Satie that 
                                                        
199 Oscar Wilde, De Profundis (New York: G. P. Putnam, 1905), 5, as quoted in Tommasini, Virgil 
Thomson, 68-69. 
 
200 Ibid., 68. 
 
201 Fuller and Whitesell, “Secret Passages,” 15. 
 
202 See Howard Pollack, Marc Blitzstein: His Life, His Work, His World (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2012), 39; and Gena Dagel Caponi, ed., Conversations with Paul Bowles (Jackson: 
University of Mississippi, 1993), 151, 198. 
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Roger Shattuck described as musique de placard, which translates as both “closet 
music” and “poster music,” suggesting both “extreme intimacy and deliberate 
publicity.”203 Like these miniature pieces with provocative annotations, the 
spoken-dramatic music of Thomson, Blitzstein, and Bowles is generally small of 
scale (usually due to economic factors) and, if not immediately provocative à la 
Satie, its very existence was in some sense a provocation as suggested above. 
Frequently the composers’ names were featured prominently in advertisements 
for the productions and, by virtue of its use in a more or less popular medium, it 
achieved an outsized publicness rare for chamber music or much of any music 
by contemporary American classical composers at the time.  
Satie’s own designation (for a different set of works), musique 
d’ameublement—“furniture music”—also resonates provocatively with the whole 
concept of theater music as “incidental” or “background” or “occasional,” a sort 
of musical set (in the theatrical sense) within and against which dramatic events 
unfold. This is precisely how Thomson conceived of his work in the spoken 
theater, as we shall see; he, like Engel, considered the composer’s job to be akin 
to that of the stage designer, and both composers preferred to work with some 
                                                        
203 Roger Shattuck, The Banquet Years: The Arts in France 1885-1918 (London: Faber and Faber, 
1959), 139. 
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sense of the visual style of the production in order to create an appropriate 
musical complement.204 For Bowles, lighting was the metaphor: he called his 
theater work “auditory lighting.”205 Daniel Albright wrote that 
Satie and Thomson both advocated a certain reticence, a certain 
propriety [for theater music]: the music should provide all the 
assistance it can, without calling attention to itself [. . .] If this seems 
to place music in a hopelessly ancillary position, we must note that 
behind Satie and Thomson alike, there is a stubbornness, an 
insistence on the dignity of music. It is the dignity of a well-made 
piece of furniture, but it is still dignity.206  
 
Albright discerns in Thomson’s approach to the theater “an attractive modesty 
and tact,” a skill he suggests the composer learned from Satie’s work. Reticence, 
propriety, modesty, tact: qualities eternally French but decidedly against the 
macho American grain, at once meuble and placard, qualities Bowles’s theater 
music shares, quite possibly nurtured by Thomson. Blitzstein stated his 
admiration for Satie in similar terms: “the music has an equilibrium, an intrinsic 
                                                        
204 See Engel, “The Musician in the Theatre,” 365. Thomson’s theories regarding music for the 
spoken theater are examined in Chapter Three, below. 
 
205 Letter from Paul Bowles to May Elizabeth Burton, March 27, 1956, quoted in May Elizabeth 
Burton, “A Study of Music as an Integral Part of the Spoken Drama in the American Professional 
Theatre: 1930-1955” (PhD diss., University of Florida, 1956), 243. 
 
206 Daniel Albright, Untwisting the Serpent: Modernism in Music, Literature, and Other Arts (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press), 316. 
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balance, that can be as detached as the décor itself.”207 
* * * 
If, as Hubbs suggests, ”gay [male] tonal modernists, in staking their music 
to French ideals, reclaimed qualities of music elsewhere rejected as feminine and 
opposed to the patriarchal authority of canonic musical Germanness”, and if 
some of these same composers, employing those ideals and the products of that 
reclamation, found in the American theater a productive (and perhaps 
provocative) work space, the same cannot be said for women composers during 
this period, gay or straight, in spite of the fact that the theater was one milieu, 
much more than the world of classical music,208 where women were able to 
achieve positions of considerable influence. Figures such as Hallie Flanagan, 
Cheryl Crawford, and Theresa Helburn, directors Margo Jones and Margaret 
Webster, actor-producer-entrepreneur Katharine Cornell, producer-director Eva 
Le Gallienne, playwright Lillian Hellman, designer Jean Rosenthal, and agent 
Audrey Wood, to name just a few connected with the present study, hold places 
                                                        
207 Marc Blitzstein, quoted in Pollack, Marc Blitzstein, 39. Pollack’s book is in error in its attribution 
of this quote to Blitzstein’s article “On Mahagonny,” though to date I have been unable to locate 
the true original source. 
 
208 See Catherin Parsons Smith, “’A Distinguishing Virility: Feminism and Modernism in 
American Art Music,” in Cecilia Reclaimed: Feminist Perspectives on Gender and Music, ed. Susan C. 
Cook and Judy S. Tsou (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1994), 90-106. 
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of prestige in American theater history. Yet, of the few female classical 
composers of the period that are even remembered today—Ruth Crawford, 
Louise Talma, Elinor Remick Warren, Vivian Fine, Miriam Gideon, Marion 
Bauer—only Bauer appears to have done any work in the medium of the spoken 
drama. Even Peggy Glanville-Hicks, who was so close to Bowles and closely 
associated with the Thomson circle generally, evidently never composed a 
spoken-theater score.209
                                                        
209 As noted above, the works lists at New Grove Online are notorious incomplete, especially for 
less-well-studied composers. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
VIRGIL THOMSON, JOHN HOUSEMAN & 
THE AMERICAN SHAKESPEARE FESTIVAL’S 
MUCH ADO ABOUT NOTHING 
 
Introduction 
“Collaborative art, I knew from instinct and experience,” wrote Virgil 
Thomson, “can only give a good result when each man offers to the common 
theme, through his own working methods and at the proper time, his own 
abundance.”1 Best remembered today for his collaborations with author 
Gertrude Stein and film directors Pare Lorentz and Robert Flaherty, Thomson 
also produced a significant body of music in other collaborative dramatic media, 
including theater, radio, and television. He “entered into his role [. . .] with his 
customary alacrity and by its very naturalness made it a success.”2 So wrote one 
home-town critic in response to Thomson’s first and last appearance as a stage 
actor, in a high school production in Kansas City, Missouri. Nor was an 
auspicious acting debut the only formative experience that inclined Thomson 
toward the theater. In Paris, he encountered the work of Eric Satie, Les Six, and 
Jean Cocteau, the high priest of French modernist drama. Satie’s Dada-inspiring 
                                                        
1 Virgil Thomson, Virgil Thomson (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1967), 269. 
 
2 Anthony Tommasini, Virgil Thomson: Composer on the Aisle (W.W. Norton & Co., 1997), 40. 
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simplicity, humor, and elevation of the quotidian all appealed immensely to 
Thomson, then in the process, like so many of his American contemporaries, of 
carving out his own modernist niche and seeking a new and vital “American 
sound” in the process. 
His initiation as composer for the spoken theater came in 1934 when he 
scored the Harvard Dramatic Club’s production of A Bride for the Unicorn (a then-
recent play by Irish playwright Dennis Johnson) for male chorus and percussion,3 
including “a version of Mendelssohn’s Wedding March on the Glockenspiel [. . .] 
intoned recitation above percussion ostinati, several old tunes (‘For He’s a Jolly 
Good Fellow,’ ‘Summer Is Icumin In,’ ‘The Sweet By and By,’ and ‘Ben Holt’), 
and an original two-part song in the Lydian mode, ‘Sing, O Children of 
Triumphant Zeus.’”4 This description of Thomson’s first theater score, by his 
friend and colleague John Cage, reveals stylistic elements that would become 
hallmarks of his writing for the theater: intoned recitation, the prevalence of 
                                                        
3 Thomson, Virgil Thomson, 249; and Kathleen Hoover and John Cage, Virgil Thomson: His Life and 
Music (New York: Thomas Yoseloff, 1959), 274. Five years earlier, according to Cage’s list of 
Thomson’s works, he had written an accordion solo for a play by George Hugnet, Le Droit de 
Varech, presumably in Paris. The play was evidently never produced, but Hugnet was an 
important figure in Thomson’s Paris life. See also Michael Meckna, Virgil Thomson: A Bio-
Bibliography, Bio-Bibliographies in Music 4 (New York: Greenwood Press, 1986), 69; and Paul 
Wittke, Virgil Thomson (New York: The Virgil Thomson Foundation, 1996), 86. 
 
4 Hoover/Cage, Virgil Thomson, 172. 
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percussion, and the incorporation of familiar tunes and popular styles. That same 
year, the Hartford premiere of his first opera, Four Saints in Three Acts, on a 
libretto by Stein, was so successful that the production promptly moved to 
Broadway. In 1937 he composed his first film score, for Lorentz’s The Plow that 
Broke the Plains. He would later write that, by 1938, “my situation [. . .] was that 
of a vocal composer none too successful save in show business. In that business I 
had become a leader, not only for my own generation but also for younger 
musicians. And this position had been maintained by treating show business as 
communication, never as glamour, religion, or ideology.”5 Even after finally 
achieving the success in the concert hall that he longed for, he maintained an 
active involvement in “show business” and continued to write for the theater, for 
films large and small, and for radio and television, earning a high degree of 
respect within the industry and collaborating with some of its finest talent.  
None of Thomson’s collaborative relationships, however, was more 
enduring or productive than his relationship with John Houseman. Producer, 
director, translator, and writer, for theater, radio, television, and film; author; 
teacher; first head of the Drama Division at Julliard; and, late in life, Academy-
Award-winning actor, Houseman was among the most versatile and productive 
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figures in the history of the American dramatic arts. The two first met in New 
York in 1933 at a time when Thomson was doggedly trying to put together the 
premiere of Four Saints (completed five years earlier but not yet performed). The 
composer would play and sing his one-man version for anyone who would 
listen—and Houseman listened. Thomson enlisted him as director of the 
proposed production in spite of the fact that Houseman had virtually no 
theatrical experience at the time, except as a writer. The rest is theatrical history.6 
Of the many cultural “firsts” for which Thomson was responsible or in which he 
played a part, perhaps none had a greater impact on the course of American 
drama in the twentieth century than his launching of Houseman’s career with 
Four Saints. Over the years, the two shared apartments, used the same attorney, 
maintained a frequent and warm correspondence, and worked together at more 
or less regular intervals in the theater, both spoken and lyric, and in radio, 
television, and film for more than four decades. Thomson called himself 
“Houseman’s confidant as well as daily housemate in five New York residences 
shared” and Houseman wrote that Thomson “was the perfect companion—neat, 
                                                        
6 He eventually agreed to share direction of the production with the English choreographer 
Fredrick Ashton when it became clear that Houseman’s talents as producer were more urgently 
needed. Thomson, Virgil Thomson, 237-39. 
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even-tempered, intelligent, lively, wise and agreeable in the morning”.7 
Houseman was the subject of one of Thomson’s musical portraits for piano, 
“John Houseman: No Changes” (1984), later revised, orchestrated, and retitled 
“John Houseman: A Double Take” as part of A Pair of Portraits.8 In a note to 
Houseman, dated July 16, 1984, Thomson wrote “Here is your portrait. 
Proofreading it I find nothing to change. Hence the title, which also reflects our 
fifty-year friendship.”9 Another piano work, “Enter the Prince, Accompanied,” 
was Thomson’s gift at the birth of the Housemans’ son Michael in 1951.10 
Houseman was the featured guest on the second installment of Thomson’s radio 
                                                        
7 Virgil Thomson, “Scenes from Show Biz,” New York Review (May 4, 1972): 38; John Houseman, 
Run-through (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1972), 184. 
 
8 Anthony Tommasini, Virgil Thomson’s Musical Portraits, Thematic Catalogues No. 13 (New York: 
Pendragon Press, 1986), 214. Thomson’s own program notes for the orchestral version states that, 
in the process of orchestration, the work was “somewhat elaborated [. . .] and extended to about 
twice its original length.” It appears that Thomson then turned the extended orchestral version 
back into a piano solo (or made the revised piano version in conjunction with the elaborated 
orchestral version). Thus, there are actually three Houseman portraits: “John Houseman: No 
Changes” for piano solo, and its expanded orchestral and piano versions, both titled “John 
Houseman: A Double Take,” the last completed sometime in late 1984 or early 1985. Boxes 25, 26, 
33, and 108, MSS 29A, The Papers of Virgil Thomson in the Irving S. Gilmore Music Library of 
Yale University. 
 
9 Box 108, MSS 29A, Virgil Thomson Papers, Yale. 
 
10 Originally written in 1940 with the title “With Trumpet and Horn: A Portrait of Louise 
Ardant.” Thomson also included it as the first of his Nine Etudes for Piano published by Carl 
Fisher in 1954, with the shortened title “With Trumpet and Horn.” The only mention I have 
found of the birth gift is in Houseman’s memoir, Front & Center, where he includes a photograph 
of the first page of the manuscript. John Houseman, Front & Center (New York: Simon and 
Schuster, 1979), n. p. 
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program “Virgil Thomson at the Chelsea,” which aired October 13, 1969;11 in 
1971, Houseman planned and emceed Thomson’s 75th birthday gala at the Plaza 
Hotel in New York;12 he spoke at the ceremony inaugurating the Virgil Thomson 
Collection at Yale University in 1979;13 the Housemans even named one of their 
beloved dachshunds Virgil. Thomson spoke at Houseman’s memorial service 
and, in a letter to Houseman’s wife, Joan, after her husband’s death, wrote “I am 
ever so sorry to lose my best friend.”14 
When, in 1956, Houseman was named Artistic Director of the fledgling 
American Shakespeare Festival Theatre and Academy (ASF), he engaged 
Thomson to provide music for six of the Festival’s productions over the next 
three years. Following an overview of the more than forty-year collaboration 
between these two men of the theater, located within the context of Thomson’s 
entire body of dramatic work and drawn largely from the writings of the men 
                                                        
11 The Virgil Thomson Papers at Columbia University include tapes of these radio broadcasts. The 
show, broadcast from Thomson’s apartment at the Chelsea Hotel, ran from October 1969 to 
September 1970 according to the finding aid for this collection. It aired Monday nights at 10:05 on 
station WNCN 104.3 FM, New York. Virgil Thomson Papers, c. 1920-1971, Rare Book & 
Manuscript Library, Columbia University; and Village Voice (October 2, 1969): 18. 
 
12 John Houseman, Final Dress (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1983), 458. 
 
13 N.a., “Notes for NOTES: Recent Acquisitions,” Notes 36/1 (September 1979): 78. 
 
14 Virgil Thomson, letter to Joan Houseman, November 2, 1988. Draft in Box 108, MSS 29A, Virgil 
Thomson Papers, Yale. 
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themselves as well John Cage’s analytic overview of Thomson’s work (produced 
under Thomson’s own watchful eye), this chapter examines their ASF 
collaborations, ending with a detailed reconstruction and analysis of the 
Festival’s highly-acclaimed production of Much Ado About Nothing. 
 
Thomson the Dramatist and the Thomson-Houseman Collaboration 
From the very beginnings of their respective fames, Thomson and 
Houseman collaborated. The premiere of Four Saints in Three Acts brought 
Thomson to national and even international attention at the same time that it 
literally launched Houseman’s career: in collaboration with actress Rose 
McClendon, before her untimely death, he was soon engaged to organize the 
New York Negro Theatre unit of the FTP. Immediately he enlisted Thomson as 
the unit’s musical supervisor and the twenty-year-old Orson Welles as director. 
In his memoir, Houseman credits Thomson with “inestimable aid” in devising a 
plan to negotiate the racial politics inherent in the repertoire choices for an all-
African-American company in 1930s New York, a plan that involved dividing 
their energies between contemporary black theater for black audiences and 
152 
classical theater ostensibly without respect to race.15 Early Unit plans for a 
production of Euripides’ Medea—with choreography by Martha Graham, starring 
McClendon,16 presented by The Friends and Enemies of Modern Music, the 
Hartford group that had sponsored Four Saints—came to nothing, though the 
choruses Thomson wrote for the planned production became his concert work 
Seven Choruses from the Medea of Euripides.17  
The unit’s highly anticipated and critically acclaimed “Voodoo” Macbeth,18 
which relocated Shakespeare’s medieval Scottish drama to some semblance of 
                                                        
15 John Houseman, Unfinished Business (New York: Applause Theatre Book Publishers, 1989), 94. 
No source that I have found makes any explicit link between the fact that the original cast of Four 
Saints was comprised entirely of African-American artists and Houseman’s assignment to the 
FTP’s Negro Theatre unit. 
 
16 Spelled MacClendon or McLendon in various sources. 
 
17 Hoover/Cage, Virgil Thomson, 84. According to Harold Schonberg’s article on Thomson in the 
May 1965 issue of HiFi/Stereo Review, Thomson’s and Houseman’s first production with the New 
York Negro Theatre was Frank Wilson’s play Walk Together, Chillun! in 1936, directed by Welles. 
Harold C. Schonberg, “Virgil Thomson: Parisian from Missouri,” HiFi/Stereo Review (May 1965): 
51. To date, I have found no record indicating that either Thomson or Welles was directly 
involved in this production, for which Houseman served as “Directing Supervisor.”  
 
18 Tommasini, Virgil Thomson, 273-79; Thomson, Virgil Thomson, 262-63. See also National Film 
Preservation Foundation: Preserved Films, “Footage of Orson Welles's ‘Voodoo’ Macbeth”, 
National Film Preservation Foundation, http://www.filmpreservation.org/preserved-
films/screening-room/voodoo-macbeth (accessed July 18, 2014). The voice-over at the beginning 
of this promotional clip states that “every line in the play has remained intact,” though Welles’s 
extensive alterations of Shakespeare to accommodate the change of setting are well documented; 
see, for example, Richard France, "The 'Voodoo' Macbeth," in The Theatre of Orson Welles 
(Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 1977), 54-73; and Susan McCloskey, “Shakespeare, Orson 
Welles, And the ‘Voodoo’ Macbeth,” Shakespeare Quarterly 36/4 (Winter, 1985): 406-416. 
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nineteenth-century Haiti, opened in the spring of 1936, directed by Welles, with 
“Musical Arrangements under the direction of Virgil Thomson.”19 In his memoir, 
Houseman quotes Thomson’s explanation of why he opted for the role of 
arranger:  
[Welles] was extremely professional and he knew exactly what he 
wanted. He knew it so well and so thoroughly that I, as an older 
musician with a certain amount of pride, would not write him 
original music. I would not humiliate myself to write so precisely 
on his demand. On the other hand, I respected his demands 
dramatically. So [. . .] I gave him sound effects and ready-made 
music—trumpet calls, battle scenes and percussive scores where he 
wanted them—and, of course, the waltzes for the party scene.20 
 
In his own autobiography, Thomson wrote of “a sizeable pit orchestra, which 
[he] conducted at the opening. Also there was a percussion group backstage 
made up of bass drums, kettledrums, a thunder drum, a thunder sheet, a wind 
machine—all these not only for simulating storms but also, played by musicians 
[rather than the usual stagehands] and conducted, for accompanying some of the 
                                                        
19 “Complete Working Script of Macbeth,” Box 1035, Federal Theatre Project Collection, Music 
Division, Library of Congress, Washington, DC. The same page of this script also credits four 
other musicians: “Voodoo Chants and Dances under the direction of” Sierra Leonean musician 
Asadata Dafora Horton; an overture, “Yamekraw,” by James P. Johnson; an intermezzo, “Adagio 
Aframerique,” by Porter Grainger; and a second intermezzo, “River,” arranged by Joe Jordan. 
Jordan was also the principal conductor for the production. 
 
20 Quoted in Houseman, Run-through, 192 (original source unknown). 
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grander speeches.”21 In addition to the backstage percussion, there were four 
African drums on stage, and the pit orchestra consisted of flute, 3 clarinets, 3 
trumpets, 2 trombones, guitar, strings, and percussion.22 Of Thomson’s 
contribution, Cage wrote that he “orchestrated Lanner waltzes and worked out 
with Welles weather effects calculated to build up the sound of the actors’ 
voices”.23 (Thomson’s technique “to build up the sound of the actors’ voices” is 
considered further below.) The production was a hit, confirming Houseman’s 
savvy as a showman, launching Welles’s directing career, and initiating 
Thomson into the world of the New York spoken theater. 
The previous year Houseman had staged a portion of Avery Claflin’s 
opera The Scarlet Letter as part of a music series organized by Thomson for The 
                                                        
21 Thomson, Virgil Thomson, 263. The script cited above in the Library of Congress names Joe 
Jordan as the production’s conductor (with no mention of Thomson conducting). Presumably 
Thomson conducted the opening performance, then handed the baton to Jordan. 
 
22 Meckna, Virgil Thomson: A Bio-Bibliography, 69. As of this writing, I have not found any 
production document that names the backstage conductor. 
 
23 Hoover/Cage, Virgil Thomson, 178. My research to date indicates that all that has survived of the 
musical materials for this production are some of Thomson’s sketches (Box 46, MSS 29A, Virgil 
Thomson Papers, Yale), a cue sheet that includes music cues (Box 1, U.S. Mss 15AN, Orson 
Welles Papers, 1940-1941, Wisconsin Historical Society), and what appears to be an 
unaccompanied song, titled “Kykinkor (The Witch Woman): An African Dance Drama by 
Asadata Dafora (Horton)” (Container 1278, Federal Theatre Project Collection, Music Division, 
Library of Congress, Washington, DC.). It is not clear where this last piece was heard in the 
performance: the cue sheet mentions a “vocal solo,” a “choir’s voodoo song,” and a “second 
voodoo song”; it also indicates the use of a rain drum, a bird call, and the sound of horses hooves. 
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Friends and Enemies of Modern Music.24 He also recruited Thomson for the 
premiere of Archibald MacLeish’s play Panic: A Modern Tragedy (starring Welles) 
though eventually they decided no music was needed, only sound effects, which 
Thomson arranged for a fee of $50 (which also got him credit as “Music Director” 
in the program).25 After Macbeth, Thomson worked on a second production for 
the FTP, this time without Houseman or Welles, the 1936 living newspaper 
Injunction Granted, “a montage of scenes from the history of union labor in the 
United States courts,”26 presented by the New York Living Newspaper and 
directed by Joseph Losey.27 The score for Injunction Granted used “an orchestra of 
sixteen percussion players, with sixteen bass drums, snare drums, cymbals, 
sixteen of everything, including bronx [sic] cheers [. . .] lots of bells and chimes 
and three electric sirens. [. . . E]very exit and entrance, almost every remark [was 
punctuated] with percussive comment and ironic framing. The complete score 
                                                        
24 Houseman, Run-through, 166. 
 
25 Ibid., 153; photocopy of the Imperial Theatre's program for Panic: A Modern Tragedy (1935), 
Miscellaneous Series, Box 1, The Orson Welles-Chris Welles Feder Collection, Special Collections 
Library, University of Michigan. 
 
26 Thomson, Virgil Thomson, 264. 
 
27 The full script for Injunction Granted is available online at Washington Research Library 
Consortium, http://dspace.wrlc.org/doc/bitstream/2041/60691/InjunctionGranteddisplay.pdf 
(accessed July 18, 2014).  
 
156 
came to 496 music cues.”28 Cage assembled this list of sound-effect devices used 
in the production: thunder drum, rattle machine gun, railroad train effect, ratchet 
machine effect, rumble cart, thunder sheet box, trainbell, fire department bell, 
electric bell, factory whistle, locomotive whistle, ocean steamboat whistle, wind 
whistle, washtub for glass, and cuckoo call.29 Apart from the massive percussion 
and sound-effect forces, the work is modestly scored for piccolo, fife, 3 trumpets, 
and trombone.30 Frederick Jacobi, writing for Modern Music, offered a colorful, if 
less than enthusiastic, description of the proceedings:  
[T]o call this “music” is unfair both to it and to music. The 
shrieking sirens and Klaxons [car horns] give an effective opening. 
But when, later, the dialog is punctuated, point for point [. . .] by 
beats on the bass-drum, occasionally varied by rolls on the snare-
drum, and when this process is continued regularly for the better 
part of a long first act, the effect becomes both monotonous and 
nerve-wracking. Further along there is music of slightly greater 
pretense in which roll-calls on trumpets and fife play a 
considerable part. But on the whole it cannot be said that this 
“score” will add greatly to the reputation of the author of Four 
Saints. [. . .] No doubt he will claim that it is just the right thing as a 
                                                        
28 Thomson, Virgil Thomson, 264. 
 
29 Hoover/Cage, Virgil Thomson, 178-9. 
 
30 Cage, 178, 274. I have here conflated Cage’s description of the instrumentation in the body of 
his text (p. 178) with the list of works at the back of his book (p. 274), since the two are not exactly 
the same. It is impossible to verify which is correct since all that appears to have survived of this 
score are photocopies of a fraction of the cues, mostly percussion, Box 44, MSS 29A, Virgil 
Thomson Papers, Yale. 
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commentary on the Living Newspaper and perhaps this is so.31 
 
Later that same year (1936), Thomson rejoined Houseman, Welles, and 
their newly-formed Project 891, a “classical” unit of the FTP that the two had 
organized in New York following their successes with the Negro Theatre unit.32 
The play was Eugène Labiche’s 1851 farce Un chapeau de paille d'Italie, in Edwin 
Denby’s English translation, Horse Eats Hat. For this production, Thomson was 
hired to orchestrate the music of his young friend Paul Bowles, who, at the time, 
was largely untrained and with no experience in the theater. Thomson scored 
Bowles’s music, much of it preexisting in various forms, for two pianos and 
orchestra.33 Of their work together on Horse Eats Hat, Thomson wrote, “I made 
the score myself because Paul had not yet learned to orchestrate. Receiving help 
of this kind shocked him deeply. Within the year, as a result, he had composed 
and scored excellent music for Orson Welles’s production of Marlowe’s Doctor 
Faustus. [. . .] I inducted him into the practice of writing incidental music for 
                                                        
31 Frederick Jacobi, “In the Theatre,” Modern Music 14/2 (November-December 1936): 43-44. 
 
32 Houseman credits Thomson for the suggestion that Denby do the translation. Houseman, 
Unfinished Business, 108-9. 
 
33 Thomson, Virgil Thomson, 265. See also Paul Bowles, Without Stopping: An Autobiography (New 
York: Ecco Press, 1972), 195-95. 
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plays, which he did (and still does) with imagination.”34 (Bowles’s theater music 
is the subject of Chapter Five, below.) Bowles’s contribution notwithstanding, 
Welles biographer Simon Callow suggests the extent of Thomson’s influence on 
the show: 
It had been his idea to do the play in the first place, and his was the 
inspired title of their version, Horse Eats Hat. Thomson suggested 
both the translator [. . .] and the composer [. . .]. When Denby and 
Welles went about adapting the translation [. . .] the end result was 
an extraordinary mixture of Paris and the Middle West: precisely 
the combination that made Virgil Thomson himself so striking. [. . .] 
He was at least godparent to the show and took properly 
godparental pride in it. His contribution was made for his own 
amusement, and out of affection for Houseman.35 
 
Also in 1936 but apart from the FTP, Houseman directed a production of 
Hamlet on Broadway, with English matinee idol Leslie Howard as co-director 
and lead actor, for which Thomson provided one of his finest theater scores. 
According to the composer, Houseman placed the play  
in medieval sets, adding a Welles-like richness everywhere and 
engaging me to furnish lots of music. [. . .] My novel additive to 
Hamlet, aside from bagpipes in the funeral march, was making a 
ballet-opera out of Gonzaga’s Murder. This play within the play, to 
set it off from the drama going on around it, I treated as if a 
medieval troupe, accustomed to representing saints and miracles, 
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35 Simon Callow, Orson Welles: The Road to Xanadu (New York: Viking, 1995), 251. 
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were intoning it in medieval prose.36 
 
As noted above, this intoning of text is a hallmark of Thomson’s theatrical 
writing and his vocal style in general, especially his famous settings of Stein 
texts: Capital Capitals, Suzy Asado, Preciosilla, and their two operas, Four Saints and 
The Mother of Us All, all contain sections in which the text is intoned or sung in 
speech-like rhythm on a single or just a few pitches. Of the ballet-opera portion 
of Hamlet, he wrote that “Agnes de Mille translated this conception into 
choreography; and visible musicians accompanied it, using tiny drums and 
cymbals especially made, bamboo recorders, and a rare sort of horn.”37 
Houseman tells a more complicated version of the story:  
De Mille [. . .] was determined to make a ‘mime’ of it, while Virgil 
insisted that it must be performed as ‘mélodrame’ with the speeches 
chanted to a formal musical accompaniment. [. . .] I, like Solomon, 
was trying to arbitrate the insoluble conflict between composer and 
choreographer which ended when both Virgil and Agnes resigned 
and left, in separate rages, for London and Paris.38 
 
(Evidently a compromise was reached by the time the show went up).39 In 
                                                        
36 Thomson, Virgil Thomson, 266.  
 
37 Ibid. Thomson’s score provides not details about this “rare sort of horn,” merely indicating a 
Horn in F for this scene. Perhaps a natural horn was used. 
 
38  Houseman, Unfinished Business, 117. 
39 In her biography of De Mille, Carol Easton writes that “Agnes’s choreography, set to Virgil 
Thomson’s music, was so elaborate that shortly before opening Houseman and Howard decided 
[. . .] that it was too much of a good thing and threw it out.” All records of the production I have 
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addition to percussion,40 bagpipe, recorders, and horn, Thomson’s score calls for 
2 trumpets41 which he used for various “tuckets and sennets,” along with the 
horn; a “military intermezzo” with bagpipe and snare drum; and a funeral march 
that added thunder drum and large cymbals to the intermezzo instrumentation.42 
Thomson’s settings of Ophelia’s four songs and the Gravedigger’s song are 
appropriately a cappella. He was clearly proud of this production and his 
contribution to it, for he describes it at length in his autobiography.43 Houseman 
                                                                                                                                                                     
found give De Mille credit for the “Mime of the Players’ Scene,” though exactly what form that 
took in the end we do not know. Carol Easton, No Intermissions: The Life of Agnes De Mille (Boston: 
Little, Brown, 1996), 134. 
 
40 Cage lists the percussion as “extra low chimes, thunder sheet, thunder drum, outsize cymbal, 
small kettledrums [. . .] and a small snare drum manufactured for the production.” Hoover/Cage, 
Virgil Thomson, 179. Examining the scores, which, as noted below, may be from more than just the 
Howard-Houseman production, I find evidence for the use of large and small cymbals, chimes, 
tam-tam, two timpani, a metal bar to simulate a bell, field drum, snare drum, along with the 
small snare drum, wind machine, and thunder drum that Cage mentions. The score also indicates 
“Indian drum,” presumably Thomson’s “tiny drums,” for the play-within-the-play. Two lists of 
percussion in Thomson’s hand included with the score do not help to clarify the complement 
much: they may, in fact, indicate different performances judging by what seems to be different 
numbers of players. Boxes 43 and 44, MSS 29A, Virgil Thomson Papers, Yale. 
 
41 Meckna, Virgil Thomson: A Bio-Bibliography, 69. When, in 1958, Thomson’s revised this score for 
the ASF he indicated specifically on the title page that, when the two trumpet players are on 
stage, they play natural trumpets in A and D; offstage, trumpets in C, presumably valved. 
Though not specifically indicated as such in the earlier score, perhaps this was also the case here. 
Box 43, MSS 29A, Virgil Thomson Papers, Yale. 
 
42 Houseman recalled four bagpipers and four kettledrums for this production, though I have 
found no evidence for this in any of Thomson’s records. Houseman, Final Dress, 132. 
 
43 Thomson, Virgil Thomson, 266-7. 
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called the score “a model of theater music”44 and used a version of it at the ASF 
in 1958 (discussed below).45 
 1937 saw the premiere of Filling Station, Thomson’s “pop art” Americana 
ballet for Lincoln Kirstein’s Ballet Caravan, the same troupe for which Aaron 
Copland would later write Billy the Kid. Also that year Thomson teamed up with 
composer Marc Blitzstein to assemble a soundtrack of Spanish folk music from 
existing recordings for the semi-documentary film, The Spanish Earth (see 
Chapter Four); Pare Lorentz’s documentary film The River was released that year, 
with music by Thomson; and he scored a production of Antony and Cleopatra 
(directed by Reginald Bach) starring Tallulah Bankhead, which had the bad luck 
to open virtually simultaneously with Houseman’s and Welles’s groundbreaking 
                                                        
44 Houseman, Unfinished Business, 117. 
 
45 It appears from a conductor’s score in Thomson’s papers dated Feb. 26, 1941 that a version of 
his Hamlet music was also used for a production at the Avery Memorial Museum in Hartford, CT; 
the date seems to suggest a single show. The two scores, however (the Howard-Houseman 
production and this Hartford production), are clearly the work of different copyists (neither of 
which appears to be Thomson himself). The funeral marches of the original are missing from the 
Hartford version, as are all the songs, though a portion of the melody from one of Ophelia’s 
songs in the original is used instrumentally in a couple of places in the 1941 score. Piccolo seems 
to have been substituted for the bagpipes. The situation is further confused by the fact that 
someone with a very distinctive hand (not Thomson) has made markings in both versions of the 
score. To date, I have been unable to locate any further details regarding this Hartford 
production. Box 44, MSS 29A, Virgil Thomson Papers, Yale. In his autobiography, Thomson 
writes that the Howard-Houseman production toured for “something like” three months though 
it seems unlikely from the changes to the score that this Hartford production was part of that 
tour. Thomson, Virgil Thomson, 267. 
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Julius Caesar (see Chapter Four, below),46 in the inevitable comparisons to which 
Anthony and Cleopatra fared even more miserably than it might have done. This 
production, scored for oboe, two trumpets, and percussion, borrowed material 
from Thomson’s earlier song cycle Five Phrases from the Song of Solomon.47  In the 
winter issue of Modern Music that year, Elliot Carter wrote: 
Stage music is becoming more and more popular for Broadway 
plays. Already there are two schools: the incidental sound effect 
that have great dramatic value but could not be played away from 
the show they are written for; and the set-pieces which do have an 
independent musical life. With the first type Virgil Thomson has 
reached a high degree of perfection and effectiveness in his scoring 
for Injunction Granted and Hamlet. The danger of this kind of 
writing lies in the fact that it depends so much on the play of which 
it is an integral part. The new Antony and Cleopatra is badly 
directed, and hence Thomson’s music does not come off well, 
though it helps to point up many an indifferent scene.48 
 
In addition to his assessment of Anthony and Cleopatra and its score, Carter 
confirms what Thomson himself wrote the following year: that the use of music 
for spoken dramas was on the rise at the time, and that his own work in the 
genre was perceived as significant. In his autobiography, Thomson stated that by 
1938 “my kind of workmanship was catching on in show business”, confirmation 
                                                        
46 Meckna, Virgil Thomson: A Bio-Bibliography, 70. 
 
47 Hoover/Cage, Virgil Thomson, 182. 
 
48 Elliot Carter, “In the Theatre,” Modern Music 15 (November-December 1937): 52. 
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of which may be found in a letter from Minna Lederman, editor of Modern Music, 
informing him (back in Paris by this time) that “Group Theatre [. . .] is doing 
incidental music—Bowles’s score for a Saroyan piece My Heart’s in the Highlands 
and Aaron’s [Copland] for Irwin Shaw’s Quiet City.”49 
 George Couvreur is officially credited with the music for the 1938 
production of Shaw’s Androcles and the Lion by the FTP’s New York Negro 
Theatre unit, now minus Houseman and Welles, though Thomson evidently 
provided some musical material for the show.50 To date, however, I have found 
no record of the production, other than those associated with Thomson and 
Thomson scholarship, that gives him any credit for it. As Cage described it, 
Thomson’s contribution was made “in absentia [. . .]. The music includes choral 
arrangements of Southern hymns, excerpts from Le Bains-Bar [an earlier 
collection of waltzes by Thomson], and one new waltz, simpler and more 
American in flavor [. . .]. Thomson mailed in his score, never rehearsing it or 
even knowing if the performance came about.”51 Thomson’s papers include 
                                                        
49 Thomson, Virgil Thomson, 282-3 
 
50 “Androcles and the Lion,” Internet Broadway Database, 
http://ibdb.com/production.php?id=12461 (accessed August 19, 2014); and “The Federal Theatre 
Presents,” WolfsonianFIU, http://digital.wolfsonian.org/WOLF017411/00001/1j (accessed August 
19, 2014). 
 
51 Hoover/Cage, Virgil Thomson, 184. As the above-cited records confirm, the production did come 
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sketches only, one group for brass and percussion, the other for violin and piano 
on the cover page of which Thomson wrote “for rehearsals”.52 Also in Thomson’s 
hand, a note attached to the latter reads  
This is the instrumental music for Androcles and the Lion. The 
choral-music is already in the hands of the choral director, Mr. 
[Leonard] de Paur. The orchestration must be left to whomever sees 
the play through the final rehearsals. Trumpets, snare drums and 
cymbals off-stage with a medium-sized orchestra in the pit is what 
I recommend. An accordion could be introduced effectively in the 
Waltz of Andy and the Lion. Music-cues are indicated in the 
accompanying play-script in the left-hand margin of each page. V 
Thomson.53 
 
Beyond this, we know nothing of how Thomson’s music may have factored into 
this production. Given that his name is absent from the show’s playbill, it seems 
likely that he was merely dispensing some official duty associated with his FTP 
employment.54 
Meanwhile, he was making plans to return to Paris and looking for ways 
                                                                                                                                                                     
about; but how or even if Thomson’s music was used is apparently impossible to know.  
 
52 Also included, on the final page of this manuscript, are a series of seven fanfares for trumpet 
and various percussion instruments. Box 15, MSS 29, and Box 41, MSS 29A, Virgil Thomson 
Papers, Yale. 
 
53 Box 41, MSS 29A, Virgil Thomson Papers, Yale. Neither the choral sections nor a copy of the 
script Thomson mentions are included in his papers and to date I have been unable to locate 
either. 
 
54 Images of the first few pages of the program for the production may be viewed at 
WolfsonianFIU, http://digital.wolfsonian.org/WOLF017411/00001/1j. 
 
165 
to fund his trip. (Thomson called Paris home through much of the 1920s and 30s, 
until World War II.) By 1938, Houseman and Welles’s new Mercury Theatre was 
already on its fifth production, Five Kings, a distillation of Shakespeare in which 
Welles created for himself a John Falstaff play amalgamated from all of the 
playwright’s works in which the character appears (later revised as Welles’s film 
Chimes at Midnight). According to his autobiography, Thomson was engaged to 
write the music for Five Kings, as well as a projected production of Webster’s The 
Duchess of Malfi (see Chapter Four).55 But the Webster was dropped and the 
development of Five Kings dragged on too long for Thomson; he left for Paris in 
April of 1938 on funds received as an advance for the book that would eventually 
become The State of Music (1939). Five Kings turned out to be the Mercury 
Theatre’s final full-length production, with music not by Thomson or Blitzstein, 
but by Copland; the show failed in tryouts and never made it to New York. The 
night of his now-legendary break with Welles in a Beverly Hills restaurant, 
Houseman wrote two letters: one to Welles, essentially ending their working 
relationship, the other to Thomson in Paris, recording the events—a letter which 
both Houseman and Thomson quote at length in their respective memoirs. 
 By 1940, the war in Europe had forced Thomson back to New York where 
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he rejoined Houseman for a pair of broadcasts for the CBS Workshop radio 
series: The Trojan Women of Euripides and an original radio play called 
Soundtrack of the Life of a Careful Man.56 The Trojan Women was adapted for radio 
by Houseman and Edith Hamilton based on her translation from the original 
Greek. Of this, his first essay in the medium of radio, Thomson wrote that it was 
done “after a conception that had not, I think, been ever used before. This was to 
reverse the usual procedure of putting music between the scenes and sound-
effects with them. My scheme of separating the scenes by sound-effect interludes 
and accompanying them with music was designed to help the listener 
distinguish one character from another in a play spoken almost entirely by 
women.”57 To accomplish this, he assigned a different wind instrument to each of 
the lead characters, corresponding to and emphasizing for the radio audience the 
vocal tessitura for which each actor had been specifically cast: to Cassandra a 
flute, to Andromache a clarinet, and to Hecuba an English horn, shaping musical 
lines for each to the emotional content of the spoken words. This technique 
                                                        
56 In the scholarly literature on Thomson, this program is sometimes incorrectly title The Life of a 
Careful Man. A recording of it is available in which Thomson himself, as the announcer for the 
show, clearly states the title as given here. E. & E. Spitzer, Soundtrack of the Life of a Careful Man, 
Columbia Workshop (November 23, 1941); available from Vintage Radio Classics, Gerry 
Haendiges Productions, www.OTRSite.com (accessed August 4, 2014). 
 
57 Thomson, Virgil Thomson, 349. 
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“served in The Trojan Women for identifying characters, somewhat less for 
expressivity, since one could not without more rehearsal time train actresses to 
read less tearfully and leave emotion to the music’s line and shading—as when 
at Cassandra’s mention of her child, it took only a tiny tune in the piccolo’s low 
register to evoke the baby’s presences and make us weep.”58 In between scenes, 
Thomson’s score dictates the various sound effects intended to simulate weather, 
marching soldiers, and such, which enhanced the aural realism of the 
production.59 In addition to these effects, and the four woodwinds, the score calls 
for a trumpet, a horn, and various percussion instruments.60 Though musically 
uncomplicated—the very simplicity engendering its stark and tragic affect—the 
complexity no doubt involved in coordinating the score with the play must have 
been considerable. Houseman called it “an experiment in dramatic sound in 
which music was used not for transitions or sound effects but continuously, as 
                                                        
58 Ibid., 350. 
 
59 Ibid. 
 
60 At certain points in his score Thomson wrote specific pitches on which the actors were intended 
to intone their lines; a few of the lines are given simple melodic figures indicating both pitch and 
rhythm, and occasionally vocalizations (on vowels or nonsense syllables such as “hi-ho”) are 
indicated, also with pitch and rhythm, for groups of men (the soldiers) or women. The marching 
sounds that occur frequently throughout the score are also notated for rhythm (mostly 
continuous equal quarter notes) with occasionally a second line indicating a different rhythm to 
be “played” simultaneously (such as quarter note, quarter rest). 
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part of the dramatic action, for the coloration and support of the human voice.”61 
Soundtrack of the Life of a Careful Man is a radio play by the husband and 
wife team of E. & E. Spitzer.62 Thomson himself made the program’s opening 
announcement. A comedy in rhyming verse, it follows its hero through his day 
accompanied by all the various sounds to be heard in “the life of a careful 
man”—no doubt high comedy to the radio audience of 1940 and still amusing 
today. Thomson’s music, what little there is of it, comes in periodically and 
briefly, at the beginning of the play and to accompany a few specific gags, often 
those involving descriptions of travel or movement where no appropriately 
comic sound effect could be found. The work is scored for 2 clarinets, 2 horns, 
organ, strings, and percussion, as well as a chorus of women’s voices.”63 
More classical drama followed in 1941 with Sophocles’ Oidipous Tyrannos 
presented out-of-doors at Fordham University in New York. For this Thomson 
wrote choruses in which male voices intone the text to the accompaniment of 
                                                        
61 John Houseman, Run-through, 468. A recording of the production is commercially available: 
Euripides, The Trojan Women, Columbia Workshop (December 8, 1940); available from Vintage 
Radio Classics, Gerry Haendiges Productions, www.OTRSite.com (accessed August 4, 2014). 
 
62 In his introduction to the show, Thomson says of the play’s authors: “Mrs. Spitzer is a poet 
whose verses have been published rather widely. Mr. Spitzer is in the advertising business. This 
is their first appearance on the Workshop, although it is not mine.” Soundtrack of the Life of a 
Careful Man, Columbia Workshop (November 23, 1941). 
 
63 Meckna, Virgil Thomson: A Bio-Bibliography, 70. 
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flute, 2 horns, and percussion. Here he applied a concept conceived while 
working on The Trojan Women of “a musical elocution [. . .] suitable to Greek 
tragedy” whereby the Greek text is notated for rhythm and for relative rise and 
fall of pitch, resulting in “a monolinear music, accompanied by drums and wind 
instruments that underlined the modal melodies.”64 
 In 1943, Thomson accompanied Houseman on a twelve-day car trip from 
New York to Hollywood (one of two such transcontinental crossings the two 
made together by car, the second in 1966)65 though their next professional 
collaboration was not till 1945, when they joined forces again on the film Tuesday 
in November about the American electoral process.66 For this brief film, produced 
by Houseman for the Overseas Branch of the U.S. Office of War Information and 
destined mainly for oversees distribution, Thomson provided a pleasing 
soundtrack of Americana, including bits of “Yankee Doodle” in chorale and 
fugal forms. In 1947, Thomson was named Chevalier de la Légion d’Honneur by the 
                                                        
64 Thomson, Virgil Thomson, 350. 
 
65 Thomson briefly described the first trip in Thomson, Virgil Thomson, 355. For the later trip, see 
Houseman, Final Dress, 308. 
 
66 The film may be viewed at The Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, “’The American 
Scene Number 13: Tuesday in November’ (1945),” 
http://www.oscars.org/filmarchive/collections/warfilm/american-scene-13-tuesday-in-
november.html (accessed July 22, 2014). 
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French government, the same year that his second Stein opera, The Mother of Us 
All, had its premiere. His next film score, to Flaherty’s Louisiana Story, released in 
1948, was awarded the Pulitzer Prize in music, making Thomson, to this day, the 
only composer ever to win for a film score.  
 Thomson did no more work in any dramatic medium until 1952, when he 
teamed up with director Robert Lewis and designer Cecil Beaton for the 
premiere of Truman Capote’s first play, The Grass Harp, the author’s own 
theatrical adaptation of his novel of the same name. Thomson’s autobiography 
describes it as “a fragile play sunk by scenery”,67 an assessment with which 
Lewis himself, in his own autobiography, concurred, quoting Thomson’s 
description at length.68 Musically, the composer attempted to compensate for the 
“luxuriance” of Beaton’s designs “by using music sparsely, not too much of it. 
(My triumph was to fill a sky with falling stars by means of just one chord on a 
celesta).”69 This “triumph,” which Thomson mentions more than once in his 
writings, actually consisted of two discrete musical events, each involving a long 
upward glissando from the harp topped by one or more chords from the celesta, 
                                                        
67 Thomson, Virgil Thomson, 396. 
 
68 Robert Lewis, Slings and Arrows: Theater in My Life (New York: Applause Books, 1984), 224. 
 
69 Thomson, Virgil Thomson, 397. Thomson also mentioned this effect in his article “Music for 
Much Ado About Nothing,” Theatre Arts 43 (June 1959), 93. 
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all against a background of muted string tremolo.70 In addition to celesta, the 
work is scored for flute, harp, violin, viola, and cello, emphasizing strings, 
bowed and plucked, in keeping with the character (and the title) of the play 
itself. Brooks Atkinson, in a rave review of the production for the New York 
Times, notes Thomson’s “entrancing occasional music.”71 Lewis confirmed 
Thomson’s skill and status as a man of the theater: 
I cannot leave The Grass Harp without remarking on the high 
professionalism of Virgil Thomson. No fancy talk from him. What a 
pleasure it was to be able to say, ‘Virgil, I need a bit of music here 
to cover this change.’ ‘How many bars?’ he’d ask. ‘Oh, about 
sixteen,’ I’d say. ‘Fast or slow?’ ‘Fast,’ I’d reply, certain that he 
would know from that that the music should presage the next 
action rather than conclude the bit before. No need for a lot of 
palaver. And every bar he wrote was not only beautiful, it was 
apt.72 
 
 Later that year, when a new ballet for Agnes de Mille failed to 
materialized from Thomson’s pen, he allowed her to assemble one from sections 
of his Symphony on a Hymn Tune (1928), his Cello Concerto (1950), and The Mother 
of Us All (1947), for which he supplied a bridge passage and some 
reorchestration; this ballet, The Harvest According, had its premiere in October 
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71 Brooks Atkinson, “First Night at the Theatre: Truman Capote's First Drama, 'The Grass Harp,' 
Is Acted at the Martin Beck,” New York Times, March 28, 1952. 
 
72 Lewis, Slings and Arrows, 225. 
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1952 at the Metropolitan Opera House, conducted by Thomson himself.73 
Evidently the conflict of their previous work together (on Hamlet) was not 
sufficiently wounding to keep these two American originals apart. That same 
year, George Balanchine choreographed Thomson’s Acadian Songs and Dances 
(1948), one of two suites extracted from his Louisiana Story music.  
In 1953, Thomson joined Welles (in the title role) and director Peter Brook 
for an adaptation of King Lear presented as part of the popular Omnibus 
television series.74 Subject matter notwithstanding, Thomson called the 
experience “cartoon comedy” thanks to Welles’s meddling with both the script 
and Brook’s direction.75 Cage notes that Thomson borrowed from this Lear for his 
next production, the English-language premiere of Jean Giraudoux’s 1938 play 
                                                        
73 Cage incorrectly dates this work to 1954. See The American Ballet Theatre Archive, The Harvest 
According, Ballet Theatre Foundation, Inc., 2003-2007, 
http://www.abt.org/education/archive/ballets/harvest_according.html (accessed December 13, 
2014). 
 
74 Cage gives the date as 1952, as does Meckna (probably following Cage). Thomson, in his 
autobiography, merely dates it to “the middle 1950s” (p. 395). However, the show aired on 
October 18, 1953 and it seems unlikely that the score was written a full year in advance. 
 
75 Thomson, Virgil Thomson, 395-6. Of the music, Cage writes: “In this music, which Thomson also 
conducted, the whole-tone scale is heard as a six-note aggregate; and, one of the six omitted, the 
augmented triad allows one of its major thirds to be subdivided into major seconds. This is 
employed for fanfares and for coherence more or less throughout. [. . .] The ‘Mad Music’ takes the 
form of a canon, nearly twelve-tone, seven tones appearing before a repetition. The nine 
following are chromatically related and all comprised within King Lear’s augmented triad.” 
Hoover/Cage, Virgil Thomson, 232. 
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Ondine, directed by Alfred Lunt and starring Audrey Hepburn, which opened on 
Broadway in February 1954. The Lear music turns up in Ondine as “Death’s 
Approach,” which “has the flavor of [Thomson’s earlier] Tango Lullaby”.76 
Thomson himself wrote that “[f]or Ondine, as for Louisiana Story, I wrote lots of 
music cues, fitted them in without misunderstandings; and, helped by sets also 
of some complexity, we constructed a production at once light in texture and 
elaborate. Lunt called my incidental music the best he had ever heard [. . .].”77 
Thomson’s score calls for flute, harp, celesta, percussion, string quartet, and 
voices.78 The Grass Harp and Ondine are the only two of Thomson’s twenty theater 
scores commercially available for performance rental (from Boosey & Hawkes).79 
Late in 1955, Houseman was named Artistic Director of the ASF in 
Stratford, Connecticut, and engaged Thomson to provide two scores for the 
                                                        
76 An orchestral version from 1940 of an earlier musical portrait of Flavie Alvarez de Toledo, 
daughter of Thomson’s friend the violinist Yvonne de Casa Fuerte. Hoover/Cage, Virgil Thomson, 
233; Tommasini, Portraits, 136-7. 
 
77 Thomson, Virgil Thomson, 396. 
 
78 Other borrowings Cage identifies in this score include a flute passage from Thomson’s tone 
poem Sea Pieces with Birds (1952) and material from his Concerto for Flute, Strings, Harp, and 
Percussion, sketched the previous summer but not yet completed. Ibid., 233. 
 
79 According to e-mail correspondence with Gregory Brown at Boosey & Hawkes on July 8, 2014, 
the scores appear never to have been rented, though they remain available. Eight of the cues were 
published in 1955 as “Incidental Music for Ondine,” (Catalogue No. N. Y. 1770), by G. Ricordi & 
Co. (New York). 
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following season (discussed below). At about the same time, Houseman assumed 
responsibility for a new CBS television series called The Seven Lively Arts and 
eventually named Thomson General Music Advisor for the series, though the 
Lively Arts Fugue he wrote as theme music was rejected on the grounds, Cage 
avers, that it was “insufficiently jazzy in character”.80 
Thomson’s one and only foray into the world of mainstream Hollywood 
film came in 1957 when he scored Paddy Chayevsky’s The Goddess for Columbia 
Pictures, released the following year. Cages writes of this score that  
[t]he position of the music with respect to the film is refreshing to 
the movie-goer as well as to the film itself; it never comments on 
the plot or gives the story away, but is always on object (e.g., jazz 
from the radio) or a structural element, opening and closing the 
film, underlining its architecture.81 
 
These observations reflect Thomson’s ideals of dramatic music generally, as 
outlined below. Thomson himself conducted the Goddess soundtrack (his career 
as a conductor was by then in full swing), as well as that of his other film of the 
                                                        
80 Hoover/Cage, Virgil Thomson, 242. A memorandum in Thomson’s papers, dated June 24, 1957, 
states that, in addition to furnishing “musical advice for all [22] programs both before and during 
the season, as Houseman requests,” Thomson was to “compose a signature for the series which 
will be acceptable to Houseman.” Thus, it seems likely that Houseman himself rejected 
Thomson’s fugue. Box 183, MSS 29A, Virgil Thomson Papers, Yale. The series title no doubt 
makes reference to Gilbert Seldes’s controversial 1924 book of the same name in which he 
advocates for the merits of popular art forms. 
 
81 Hoover/Cage, Virgil Thomson, 242. 
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same period, Power Among Men, which he described as “a United Nations atomic 
thriller”82 and for which he had an ensemble of forty-five players from the New 
York Philharmonic. He dates his work on this film to 1957; a preview was aired 
in the spring of 1959 by the Omnibus television series; thereafter, the complete 
film played in cinemas around the country. In reviewing the Omnibus preview, 
Arthur Knight of the Saturday Review mentions Thomson’s “distinguished score,” 
from which the composer would later draw his Fugues and Cantilenas suite.83 
 Thomson’s final work for the spoken theater was a series of thirteen very 
short cues for Kenneth Koch’s tiny drama Bertha (a play the poet later revised for 
Ned Rorem’s opera of the same name), all written for solo trumpet and various 
mutes. The play began and ended with Thomson’s music; the other eleven cues 
were used as transitions between ten brief scenes, each only a few lines long. 
Bertha had its premiere by the Living Theater in 1959 along with Frank O’Hara’s 
Loves Labor, an eclogue, and it was performed again by the Cherry Lane Theater in 
1961.84 The last film for which Thomson composed original music was completed 
                                                        
82 Thomson, Virgil Thomson, 395. 
 
83 Arthur Knight, “A Political Film,” Saturday Review (April 18, 1959): 30. 
 
84 For Thomson’s relationship with Koch, including the story of the composer’s harsh and 
inscrutable eleventh-hour rejection of an opera libretto the two had worked on together for some 
time, see Tommasini, Virgil Thomson, 454-60. The texts of Thomson’s Collected Poems (duet for 
soprano and baritone with piano, later orchestrated) and his song cycle Mostly About Love (ending 
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in 1964, written and produced by Houseman, a one-reel picture called Voyage to 
America,85 Part One of a four-part exhibit for the United States Pavilion at the 
World’s Fair in New York City that year. “The scoring uses old hymns, folklore, 
the music of our peoples,” Thomson wrote, 
much of it nostalgically dissonant. And as always happens when I 
work with Houseman, we experimented, this time with the timing 
of commentary. By knowing exactly where it would appear and 
vanish, I was able to score first softer and then louder and thus to 
avoid dial-twiddling by engineers. Unfortunately, as can also 
happen with Houseman, his co-workers did not realize that my 
scoring was exact, for by slightly misplacing the music track in 
certain spots they threw some of my results just that much off.86 
 
From this film score Thomson drew his Pilgrims and Pioneers tone poem, first 
performed in 1971.  
 Though his third and final opera, Lord Byron, was commissioned by the 
                                                                                                                                                                     
with what may be Thomson’s best-known non-Stein song, “A Prayer to Saint Catherine”), both 
from 1959, are by Koch.  
 
85 This is the film’s proper title according to the official pamphlet for the exhibit, an image of 
which is available for viewing at the website http://nywf64.com/, though Thomson, in his 
autobiography, published in 1966, names it Journey to America. A note from Thomson’s secretary 
to Houseman among Thomson’s papers suggests that the film was originally titled Journey to 
America but was eventually retitled, perhaps to avoid confusion or repetition, since Part Three of 
the same exhibit, entitled “The American Journey,” also incorporated a film (with which 
Thomson was not involved). See Bill Young, “Pavilion Guide: United States Pavilion,” 
nywf64.com: New York World’s Fair 1964/1965, http://www.nywf64.com/unista08.html (accessed 
July 19, 2014); and Louis Rispoli, copy of letter to John Houseman, October 16, 1985, Box 108, MSS 
29A, Virgil Thomson Papers, Yale. 
 
86 Thomson, Virgil Thomson, 395. 
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Ford Foundation for the Metropolitan Opera, that company never produced the 
work; its premiere was given in 1972 by the Opera Theater at Julliard, with 
choreography by Alvin Ailey, directed, fittingly, by Houseman.87 Much has been 
written of this catastrophic production, both by Thomson’s biographers and by 
Houseman himself (nothing by Thomson, that I have found), but since opera is 
not the topic of the current study, one sentence from Houseman will suffice: 
“That it did not permanently destroy our long association is evidence of how 
deep and loving that relationship had become [though it] left personal and 
professional scars that have never entirely healed. (I’m sure this is equally true of 
Virgil Thomson.)”88 Lord Byron was their last professional work together. 
Thomson completed his final ballet in 1975, an arrangement of preexisting 
American popular music from the Federal period orchestrated as Parson Weems 
and the Cherry Tree, for the Erick Hawkins Dance Company in New York City.89 
 In his 1983 memoir, Houseman summed up his long working relationship 
                                                        
87 According to Houseman’s memoir, he directed most of the new works presented by the Julliard 
Opera Theater between 1966 and 1974. Houseman, Unfinished Business, 430. 
 
88 Houseman, Final Dress, 470. 
 
89 Anna Kisselgoff, “Dance: Erick Hawkins and ‘Parson Weems’,” The New York Times, February 
13, 1983. Thomson worked on two more films, as musical supervisor, James Bridge’s The Baby 
Maker (1970) and William Peters’s Suddenly an Eagle (1976); and he sanctioned the use of some of 
the music from The River for a 1983 television movie The Day After. 
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with Thomson: 
My personal and artistic association with Virgil Thomson went 
back forty year to Four Saints in Three Acts, which had brought me 
into the theatre as director and producer and changed the course of 
my life. Since then, we had worked together in continued 
collaboration that had been of great mutual benefit and had gone 
far beyond the use of his music. [. . .] this had resulted in a strange 
and unusually close working relationship in which I was often his 
employer and superior but in which Virgil, with his artistic 
experience and brilliant intelligence, played the role of elder 
statesman and guru while I acted as his energetic and worldly 
disciple. 
 
In 1985, speaking at a ceremony in Houseman’s honor presented by the Alley 
Theatre in Houston, Thomson concluded with these word: “For more than fifty 
years we have done theater things together and it [has] been distinguished work, 
all of it. Of that I am sure.”90 
 
“Incomplete Musical Theatre” 
Writing of Thomson the opera composer, “by temperament a servant,” 
Daniel Albright suggested he viewed music as “a pleasant and commodious 
environment in which the words can achieve their maximum intelligibility” 
                                                        
90 Virgil Thomson, “Comments by Virgil Thomson delivered at the ceremonies honoring John 
Houseman at the Alley Theatre, Sunday April 21, 1985,” unpublished typescript, Box 83, MSS 
29A, Virgil Thomson Papers, Yale. 
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(emphasis in original).91 But maximal intelligibility in the strictest sense—text as 
clear as possible—will always be achieved without music. Drama is, however, 
obviously more than text, and effective drama of any kind, sung or spoken, is 
more than merely intelligible: it is progressive, dialogic, frictive, and the value-
added product of these elements. Thomson himself called music for spoken 
drama “a sort of yardage that is cut to fit the cue sheet”;92 elsewhere, he refers to 
the job of the theater composer as “a discipline in modesty.”93 Yet Thomson’s 
“musical yardage” is never simply the musical equivalent of the gimcrack 
velvets and moldings that frequently adorned American theaters in his day, nor 
merely a commodity with no stamp of craftsmanly pride—for whatever else he 
may or may not have been as a composer, he was always a skilled craftsman. 
                                                        
91 Daniel Albright, Untwisting the Serpent: Modernism in Music, Literature, and Other Arts (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2000), 361. Though he does make specific reference to Thomson’s 
incidental music in the course of his writing, Albright’s assessment is made within the larger 
context of his analysis of Four Saints in Three Acts. He writes, “Four Saints in Three Acts stands out 
from the rest of [Thomson’s] career, because it was the first and only time he was presented with 
a long dramatic text that demanded that the composer do—nothing whatsoever.” No doubt 
Albright meant to emphasize the fact that Stein’s text made no specific demands upon the 
composers as far as dramatic action was concerned. Viewed in a different light, it demanded 
nothing less of him than that he turn it into successful theater. “Heaven” (the title of Albright’s 
chapter on Thomson, Stein, and Four Saints), as Stein clearly understood, is inherently 
undramatic because it is inherently free of conflict; Thomson’s music brings the work “down to 
earth” and renders it stageworthy (assisted by Grosser’s scenario and, in the original production, 
Stettheimer’s and Ashton’s visuals). 
 
92 Virgil Thomson, The State of Music (1939), 2nd ed., rev. (New York: Random House, 1962), 175. 
 
93 Thomson, “Music for Much Ado,” 88. 
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From all evidence, he was also an accommodating collaborator willing to 
subjugate his not inconsiderable ego to the demands of the drama in a milieu 
where he could never expect top billing. He was also an eclectic, a sort of musical 
chameleon who worked effectively in a considerable range of styles, from the 
diatonic simplicity of his Stein operas and songs; the collage style of his film 
scores and Symphony on a Hymn Tune; a more characteristically “modernist” style 
of pandiatonicism, polytonality, and dissonance, heard frequently in his musical 
portraits and chamber music; the French-influenced impressionism of the Three 
Pictures for Orchestra; the neoclassicism of his symphonic second movements, 
fugues, and the early Sonata da chiesa; to the neoromanticism of the First and 
Second String Quartets, the Stabat Mater, and Lord Byron.94 In short, he was 
particularly well-suited to the collaborative, contingent, frequently referential, 
and specifically evocative demands of the spoken drama. 
Cage provided a general description, presumably obtained at first-hand, 
of Thomson’s approach to what the elder composer called “incomplete musical 
                                                        
94 Thomson favored the term “neoromantic” for his own music. His colleague Arthur Berger 
wrote that the term, as Thomson used it, denoted “a movement that originated in France, 
particularly among painters [. . .]. The chief musical representative of the movement was Henri 
Sauguet [. . .]. What distinguished neoromanticism was it evocation of early Romanticism, the 
intimacy and unpretentiousness of Schubert or Schumann before the genre was puffed up with 
the grandiosity of Wagner and Mahler.” See Arthur Berger, Reflections of an American Composer 
(Berkeley: University of California Press), 78. 
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theatre”—a category in which he grouped “Protestant church services, plays 
with incidental music, military ceremonies, and home weddings”, as well as 
ballet.95 I quote it here at length because it is the closest thing we have to a 
succinct manifesto from Thomson himself regarding his philosophy of music for 
spoken drama: 
Explaining his theories about incidental music, Thomson stated 
that he is primarily concerned with making its function clear. To 
this end he asks himself first, “Who is the music?” Is it the author, 
requesting an emotional response to his characters or commenting 
on the action? Original music is then required. Is it God or fatality? 
If so, suspense music is indicated. Is it scenery or nature, requiring 
auditory décor? Something impressionistic would be best. Second, 
he asks himself, “What is the music?” Is it actor (a brass band going 
down the street), stage property (a lullaby or a spinning song, for 
example), or the arch (the proscenium) through which the play is 
seen (curtain-raising drum rolls, fanfares, and finales)? Given a full-
length play, Thomson may use all of the functions outlined, feeling 
no need for unity of view. He enjoys writing music as nature 
(weather music) and music as props, and he avoids whenever 
possible writing music as commentary. 96 
 
Thomson parsed some of this himself in his own writing. For example, 
specifically in terms of what he called “the poetic stage” (in this case 
Shakespeare), he felt that overtures, introductions, and intermezzos are best 
when justifiable as source music. When not source music, the latter two may still 
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be used to “recall, announce, or anticipate” elements of the drama; however, 
overtures, except as source music or a sort of “preview of the scenery”, are not 
well-justifiable: “Anything else,” he wrote, “becomes the voice of the manager, 
the ‘barker’ at a sideshow”.97 
 Regarding placement of the “musical sources” (namely, the musicians), he 
noted a “structural problem of acoustic placement” in the theater, “any given bit 
of music becoming for the play scenery or property or framing, accordingly as 
the musicians executing it are placed in the wings or on the stage or in a pit.”98 It 
is unlikely that Thomson was implying any sort of absolute correspondence 
between musical scenery and music from the wings, musical properties and 
visible musicians, or musical framing (presumably the musical “arch through 
which the play is seen” mentioned above) and the pit here. Rather, he was calling 
attention to acoustic placement as another tool available to the theater composer 
in his or her effort to produce satisfactory musical answers to the “who?” and 
“what?” questions, and the functional clarity and effectiveness of those 
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answers.99 
No Brechtian, but also resistant to the Hollywood trend proposed in the 
previous chapter, Thomson felt that the most desirable kind of music to add to a 
play, because the most easily justifiable dramatically, is “source music”: music 
called for and justified by the narrative, and audible by one or more characters 
within the world of the stage. This kind of music, he felt, is “the most expressive 
of all play music, because, its presence being dramatically explained, it can [. . .] 
aid the play through music’s great power of producing emotion, without the 
audience experiencing the shock that comes from a breaking of the dramatic 
illusion.”100 Occasionally, music that has “a poetic, not a realistic, source” might 
serve as what Thomson described as “the voice of Nature.” This type is “[m]ore 
dangerous, but sometimes indispensable for creating a mood,” assuming a 
purely atmospheric function and serving as “an auditory addition to the scenery. 
Forests, moonlit gardens, shooting stars [. . .], all those states of nature that need 
                                                        
99 Regarding the placement of musicians in the theater during this period, English composer 
Leslie Bridgewater wrote in 1955 that he had “conducted or played on the right, left and back of 
the stage; under the stage and in the flies; before the front cloth and in the actual scene; in a 
dressing room with microphones to the front; in the boxes and in the auditorium itself—and in 
the orchestra pit”, suggesting that, especially for small ensembles and special effects, placement 
was considered a variable, a tool of the craft. Leslie Bridgewater, “Music in the Theatre, ” Journal 
of the Royal Society of Arts 103/4950 (April 29, 1955): 390. 
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to be felt as palpable but that cannot be rendered delicately enough by scenic or 
lighting effects, can be, must be, essayed through music.”101 
 The effective combination of music and words, especially English words, 
was a career-long concern for Thomson, and a subject on which he wrote often 
and much.102 Though his most abiding concern was with sung words, he had 
something to say from experience on the combination of music and the spoken 
word. For example, in his article, “Composing for the Movies,” he suggested that 
music could be “pinned on to” silent films and documentaries without a 
fundamental conflict between the two media, but that the presence of speech, 
especially speech that strives for naturalism, as in most of the mainstream 
dramatic forms of Thomson’s day, demands that “[e]ither music must be very 
incidental, or else it must completely absorb the show; and then you have the 
opera.”103 No fan of melodrama, he felt that “[t]he combination of instrumental 
accompaniment with nonintoned speech [. . .] adds tension to very short 
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103 Virgil Thomson, “Composing for the Movies,” National Board of Review Magazine (January 
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moments of a play; its abuse is a corny effect”,104 a point that he had already 
made in print some years earlier: 
Music does not go very well with spoken speech. It never has 
historically and never will to its dying day and our dying day. [. . .] 
Our use of the word ‘melodrama’ to mean a kind of hammy theatre 
comes from the hammy nature of what musical melodrama usually 
is. That is to say, mama is dying, and the landlord is coming along 
somewhere with a mortgage, and there are a couple of guys down 
in the musicians’ pit playing “Hearts and Flowers.”105 
 
In allowing that, under certain circumstances and with the right kind of music—
“soft” and “of specifically evocative character”—such spoken passages as 
“soliloquies, confessions of yearning, recalls of innocence and childhood” can be 
effectively accompanied “without embarrassment to the listener”, Thomson very 
specifically qualifies his otherwise pointed condemnation of melodrama in its 
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105 Thomson, “Composing for the Movies,” 6. On at least two occasions in his writings Thomson 
mentions “Hearts and Flowers” as an example of the hackneyed type of overtly melodramatic 
music that often accompanied sad or poignant scenes in silent films and plays earlier in the 
century (see also Thomson, Virgil Thomson, 263). The reference may be lost on readers now 
(though concrete information about the piece is surprisingly limited): “Hearts and Flowers” is a 
song by Theodore Moses-Tobani (1855-1933), with lyrics by Mary D. Brine and a melody partially 
borrowed from the Wintermärchen, Op. 366 (1891) of Hungarian composer Alphons Czibulka 
(1842-94). The tune gained wide popularity around the turn of the century and eventually came 
to be used, apparently ad nauseam, as an accompaniment for scenes of pathos in silent films and 
theater. Raoul F. Camus, "Tobani, Theodore Moses," Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, 
Oxford University Press, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy.bu.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/48349 
(accessed October 31, 2015). Several different historic recordings of Hearts and Flowers may be 
heard at the National Jukebox: Theodore Moses Tobani page of the Library of Congress website: 
http://www.loc.gov/jukebox/artists/detail/id/1584/. 
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strictest sense. Under such circumstances, he wrote, “[m]usic can [. . .] speak with 
the voice of Memory.”106 
 Kathleen Hoover, Thomson’s first “official” biographer, wrote of his 
“concern to blend his instruments (battery and others) with the speaking voices, 
taking pains to avoid interferences and to bring about an acoustical build-up 
becoming to the actors’ voices and helpful to the climactic effect.”107 The 
composer himself wrote that he had the ability to “support an actor’s voice and 
even build it to twice life size” through the careful use of sound effects as 
accompaniment to “some of the grander speeches.”108 He claimed that the precise 
execution of certain sounds effect, well-controlled and well-rehearsed, could be 
used to build an actor’s vocal resonance. In fact, he credited the technique, which 
he first made use of in their 1936 Macbeth, to Welles, and claimed to have used it 
effectively with Leslies Howard in Hamlet that same year.109 He recalled that 
“[f]or the last soliloquy, ‘How all occasions do inform against me,’ we placed 
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[Howard] on a ship’s prow, center-stage high up; and I arranged for offstage 
instruments, evoking North Sea weather, to build up his voice until it filled the 
house.” This technique, to which Thomson referred in writing, in lectures, and in 
an interview on the subject of theater music, evidently involved “matching a 
musical instrument to the color of the [actor’s] voice.”110 One suspects it may also 
have involved compelling the actor to find the power to compete with the 
instrumental sounds, in the days before electronic amplification denecessitated 
such techniques. 
 Regarding theater sound effects in general, he wrote, “[i]t is usually better 
to produce these effects through musicians rather than through stage hands, to 
score them and conduct them”111 (again, before the days of widespread electronic 
capabilities) as he had done for Macbeth. He did sanction the occasional use of 
brief instrumental sound effects “if introduced and ended before the audience 
has time to realize its instrumental source.”112 As examples, he suggests “a 
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tamtam roll ppp poco crescendo as Othello’s epilepsy comes on him, a disembodied 
electronic whine as Banquo’s ghost appears to Macbeth,” cinematic touches that 
he felt were perfectly appropriate for Shakespeare.113 
 Writing of his admiration for the uses of music, and sound generally, in 
the films of Charlie Chaplin, he praises the fact that “nowhere does [Chaplin] 
overlay the film with speech that says nothing, with music that just accompanies, 
with noises that merely express hubbub. This is the proper way to integrate 
auditive elements into any visual spectacle, not to use them at all unless you can 
use them to heighten the visual effect directly.”114 In his essay “How to Write a 
Piece, or Functional Design in Music,” he offers this sensible advice: “A general 
rule of use to composers and play directors is that music for plays works best if it 
makes some kind of continuity when played without the textual 
interruptions.”115 He summed up his approach when he wrote that “[s]tage 
music, to serve well in performance, must be objective, modest, and as loyal a 
collaborator of the director’s and the designer’s plan as of the author’s play. That 
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way lie all the possibilities of boldness and of daring.”116 In a more comic vein 
(paraphrasing Satie): “Music should stay where it is, not follow the play. It 
should be like a décor. A property tree doesn’t go into convulsions because an 
actor crosses the stage.”117 
 
Thomson and Shakespeare 
In a letter dated May 26, 1956, Thomson wrote to his friend and fellow 
composer Lou Harrison: “Though I swore last time that I would never again 
write music for a Shakespeare play, I am now doing two for John Houseman and 
the Stratford Festival—King John and Measure for Measure.”118 “Last time” was 
1937, when he and Houseman joined forces for Antony and Cleopatra. The 
previous year, 1936, they had done the “Voodoo” Macbeth in Harlem with Orson 
Welles, and Hamlet on Broadway with Leslie Howard. By 1956, when Houseman 
assumed responsibility as Artistic Director of the ASF, nearly twenty years had 
gone by during which time they had worked together and separately in virtually 
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all the dramatic art forms and each risen to the top of his field. Houseman, of 
course, had done plenty of Shakespeare in the interim; Thomson, however, had 
not. 
 In his analysis of Thomson’s works, published in 1959 but begun nearly 
ten years earlier and essentially complete by 1957 (only the 1956 theater scores 
are included), Cage states that “he was generally unenthusiastic about the 
musical possibilities of a Shakespearean script.”119 “One can get in a little weather 
music” he writes, quoting Thomson, “and, once the characters are dead, 
sometimes a funeral. Otherwise it is mostly fanfares to get the actors on and off 
the stage.”120 Clearly the reference here is to Shakespeare’s non-comedies, a point 
Thomson himself partially clarifies in his article about putting music to Much Ado 
About Nothing: “The tragedies mostly ask for one song, rarely more. Occasionally 
it is possible to add [. . .] a funeral march. The rest [. . .] can be done with 
trumpets and drummers [. . .]. They announce royal exits and entrances, indicate 
from offstage the advance and retreat of soldiers, even evoke [. . .] armies in 
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combat, triumphs, and defeats.”121 
 Regarding the comedies, he wrote that they “allow for a bit more music. 
There may be an extra song, sometimes a moment of dancing, the evocation of a 
balmy night, a brief wedding, and, instead of a funeral march, with luck a 
gracious musical ending [. . .]. In general, however, the music cues are brief and, 
as in the tragedies, limited to the minimum needed for creating an 
atmosphere.”122 The only Shakespearean comedies Thomson scored were the 
three for the ASF: Measure for Measure, The Merchant of Venice, and Much Ado 
About Nothing. In the latter two, he managed to get in quite a few dances and 
other musical numbers, in addition to various bits of “house music” and other 
forms of musical atmosphere.  
 Nevertheless, Thomson seemed convinced that Shakespeare himself 
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distrusted music and musicians and did everything in his power to limit their 
interference in his plays. In his characteristically reductive manner the composer 
wrote that “Shakespeare, initiating a theatrical movement in an England that had 
a strong and established musical life, had arranged matters so that his speeches 
and scenes would be forever free of competition from musical quarters.”123 He 
repeated this conviction about music’s privileged position in Elizabethan 
England in his article about Much Ado: “Some music”, he wrote, “is invariably 
required [in Shakespeare]; but this has been so carefully limited by the poet, 
boxed in to the play’s bare needs, that one comes out of the experience convinced 
that the Bard was wary of all music’s disruptive dangers and ever so careful lest 
musicians, a powerful and privileged group in Shakespeare’s England, steal the 
show from poetry.”124 Marlowe, Webster, and Ben Johnson, he avers, allow for 
much more music on a much grander scale than Shakespeare ever does—they 
are, in other words, much more composer-friendly. He weakens his own 
argument regarding Shakespeare’s aims, however, by noting the role of changing 
aesthetics and economics in the process of adding music to a play: “Gone are the 
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days when Mendelssohn could use a fully balanced orchestra [. . .] filling the 
theatre with symphonic sound and holding up the play for the musical working 
out of themes, the injection of intermezzos and of expansive ‘numbers.’ Today’s 
stage music must represent economy in every domain.”125 Modern tastes, then, as 
well as economic considerations such as the cost of union musicians and the 
various rules governing the quantity of music that could be added to a play 
before the price went up (as discussed in Chapter Two, above), were also 
determining factors in “musicking” Shakespeare at mid-century. “Everywhere 
the music [in Shakespeare] must be straightforward, speak quickly, take no time 
at all out of the play’s dramatic pacing.”126 These words, published (and 
presumably written) not long after he completed his six-score stint at the ASF 
may be assumed to reflect most closely Thomson’s direct experience, and the 
philosophy within which he operated, while working on the Festival 
productions. 
Furthermore, music for spoken drama must always be subservient to the 
verbal and, except for radio, the visual elements of a production. Since “music is 
                                                        
125 Ibid. 
 
126 Thomson, “Music for Much Ado,” 89. 
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an extension of the decorative scheme”,127 sets and costumes must be sketched 
out before the composer can plan his contribution: whether visually sumptuous 
or minimal, the music must be conceived to correspond and assist. Though the 
Shakespearean composer need not strive for strict historical authenticity, he must 
evoke the period in which the director chooses to set the production, whether 
Shakespeare’s original, Shakespeare’s own, modern day, or any period in 
between—precisely as the set and costume designers must.128 Thomson had no 
qualms with a well-conceived and well-executed change of historic period, as we 
shall see. 
 
Thomson & Houseman at the American Shakespeare Festival 
The American Shakespeare Festival Theatre and Academy opened on July 
12, 1955, with a star-studded production of Julius Caesar and a score by veteran 
Broadway composer Lehman Engel. From the beginning, the vision was big: a 
U.S. Shakespearean repertory company, theater complex, training academy, and 
summer festival to rival its English and Canadian name-sakes at Stratford-upon-
Avon and Stratford, Ontario. The second production, The Tempest, featured 
                                                        
127 Ibid. 
 
128 Thomson, “Music for Much Ado,” 89. 
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music by Ernst Bacon and a ballet sequence choreographed by George 
Balanchine. Houseman was hired as Artistic Director late in 1955 for the 
following season and engaged Thomson to provide music for two of the second-
season productions.129 In fact, Thomson composed the scores for all but one 
production over the next two seasons, 1956 and 1957, five in all, all directed by 
Houseman, his assistant Jack Landau, or both.130 For the 1958 season, the 
composer reworked his earlier Hamlet score at Houseman’s request.131 In addition 
to Thomson and Engel, other composers of note to write for the ASF include 
Blitzstein, Norman Dello Joio, Lee Hoiby, Benjamin Lees, and Conrad Susa, as 
well as a host of lesser luminaries. During the Festival’s early years, Balanchine 
worked there regularly. The variable fortunes of the Festival eventually lead to 
bankruptcy and, in 1988, the reincorporation of the property as the American 
                                                        
129 Arthur Gelb, “Drama Fete Picks Artistic Leader: Connecticut's Shakespeare Theatre Lists 
Houseman to Stage Two Plays,” The New York Times, January 9, 1956. 
 
130 The one play from the period that Thomson did not score, The Taming of the Shrew, was 
directed by Norman Lloyd with music by Irwin Bazelon. 
 
131 All of the scores discussed below exist in fair copies (the work of a copyist, not Thomson 
himself) on vellum or onion paper, from which all the various working copies were made, 
including those Thomson himself used, those used by the conductors, and the parts from which 
the musicians played or sang. All are contained in Boxes 44-50, MSS 29A, Virgil Thomson Papers, 
Yale. 
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Festival Theatre. The last production inside the theatre closed in 1989.132 
 The final version of Thomson’s contract for the first season, dated June 1, 
1956, states that the composer was to be paid $1,250.00 to provide original music 
for King John and Measure for Measure, with additional royalties should the 
productions tour.133 Thomson had the right to approve the musicians and 
conductor.134 The contract also stipulates that all scores were to be returned to 
Thomson at the end of the run or tour, one of the many ways Thomson saw to 
the integrity of his documentary legacy while he lived.135 
 Another stipulation concerns Thomson’s name in printed matter relating 
to the productions. The contract states that 
                                                        
132 Today the grounds and facilities host outdoor productions in the summers under the name 
Festival! Stratford; the theater building itself is preserved as a landmark and open for viewing 
though evidently no longer used for performances. Theater historian Roberta Krensky Cooper 
has written a detailed history of the ASF Theatre and Academy from its beginnings to 1985, from 
which much of the historical details given here are drawn. Roberta Krensky Cooper, The American 
Shakespeare Theatre: Stratford, 1955-1985 (Washington: Folger Books, 1986). See also John 
Houseman and Jack Landau, The American Shakespeare Festival: The Birth of a Theatre (New York: 
Simon & Schuster, Inc., 1959); and Festival! Stratford, Festival! Stratford 2014, 
http://festivalstratford.org/the-american-shakespeare-festival-theatre/ (accessed June 20, 2014). 
 
133 Box 183, MSS 29A, Virgil Thomson Papers, Yale. Measure for Measure did play the Phoenix 
Theatre in New York City from January 22 to February 17 of the following year. 
 
134 The programs name Francois Jaroschy as Music Director and conductor for both the 1956 and 
1957 seasons. 
 
135 Arnold Weissberger, Thomson’s attorney, sent Skinner a reminder of this dated August 20, 
1956, stating that the scores “will be available for future use if the plays are done at any future 
time but Mr. Thomson likes to keep his own music. He has found that that is the only sure way of 
having it safely preserved.” Box 183, MSS 29A, Virgil Thomson Papers, Yale. 
 
197 
[i]n all forms of notice, publicity, or advertising, including the 
theatre programs, newspapers, houseboards, billboards, posters, 
car cards and, in general, wherever the play is advertised, the 
credit: “Music by Virgil Thomson”, shall appear on a separate line, 
in size, type and prominence equal to that of person or persons 
who are credited with the staging of the play wherever this name 
or names are used in this connection.136 
 
Gone were the days when Thomson would leave such things to chance: no 
longer “a vocal composer none too successful save in show business”, by 1956 
he was an acclaimed concert and opera composer, and a music critic of renown, 
moonlighting in the theater with his old friend Houseman, in a strong position 
to make such demands. When the Festival failed to honor this portion of the 
agreement, the composer’s attorney, Arnold Weissberger, wrote to Richard 
Skinner, the Festival’s business manager: 
That the contract has been violated is patent, but what I do not 
understand is the failure of the producer to capitalize on his assets. 
Mr. Thomson is one of the most distinguished composers in 
America, if not, indeed, one of the most distinguished living 
composers. He is the only person, other than the author of the plays 
whose contribution is on a creative level. It is certainly no reflection 
on the people who have assisted in the direction, done the sets and 
costumes and lighting to say that Mr. Thomson’s name is an 
infinitely more distinguished one than that of any of the others, and 
that his name deserves the prominence that the contract was 
intended to give him—and that the producer, in the interest of most 
effectively advertising his wares, should want to give him.137 
                                                        
136 Contract dated June 1, 1956. Ibid. 
 
137 Letter from Arnold Weissberger to Richard Skinner, July 2, 1956. Ibid. 
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He did eventually get his separate line (in the program), though his type 
remained the same size as everyone else’s. 
 Explaining his choice of two of Shakespeare’s least familiar plays for his 
first season at the Festival, Houseman wrote “Their very unfamiliarity gives 
them a special virtue in our eyes. Unfettered by tradition and free from 
precedent, actors can work on them and audiences can view them with fresh 
eyes and clear minds”.138 Today, of course, Measure for Measure is fairly regularly 
seen, much more so than King John, which remains one of Shakespeare’s least-
performed works. Both ran in repertory at the ASF with the season’s third 
production, The Taming of the Shrew, with music by Irwin Bazelon, from July to 
September, 1956.  
 Thomson scored both productions for an ensemble of 2 B-flat trumpets, 2 
horns in F, and percussion (2 players); for King John, the percussion includes 
snare drum, field drum, cymbals, bass drum, tam-tam, chimes, and bells.139 In 
                                                                                                                                                                     
 
138 John Houseman, New York Times, June 10, 1956, reprinted in John Houseman, Entertainers and 
the Entertained (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1986), 101. Bert McCord, writing for the New York 
Herald Tribune, noted at the time that “Broadway has not had a look at ‘King John’ since 1914 
[and] ’Measure for Measure’ has not been produced here in its original form since [. . .] 1898.” 
Bert McCord, “Houseman Picks Two Plays For Stratford Theater,” New York Herald Tribune, 
March 19, 1956. 
 
139 Boxes 44 and 45, MSS 29A, Virgil Thomson Papers, Yale. 
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general, thanks to the spare instrumentation, and apropos the complex Medieval 
plot centered on a French challenge to the English throne, the music, what little 
there is of it, is lean and dissonant, appropriately military and ceremonial. 
Measure for Measure adds a xylophone and a tack piano to the instrumental 
ensemble and omits the bass drum and cymbals.140 A “hunting overture” for 
trumpets and horns begins the play in sprightly 6/8 time, followed by a series of 
cues consisting mostly of simple waltzes and fanfares appropriate to the 19th-
century Viennese setting of the production. The score also contains one of 
Thomson’s most charming songs, “Take, O, Take Those Lips Away” for which he 
found perhaps his most felicitous marriage of Shakespearean lyric and musical 
Americana, a slow waltz with a parlor-song melody reminiscent of Stephen 
                                                                                                                                                                     
 
140 Boxes 46 and 47, MSS 29A, Virgil Thomson Papers, Yale. Grove Music Online describes the 
tack piano as a piano “in which thumb tacks or drawing pins are inserted into the hammers to 
create a metallic sound quality.” The technique was used by many composers of Thomson’s era, 
including Harrison, Henry Brant, Paul Dessau, and others, “as well as honky-tonk pianist 
Winifred Atwell, and was used for producing louder piano sounds in early film music 
recordings; old and out-of-tune pianos, which produce a similar effect, have been called for 
(usually in theatrical contexts in connection with 1920s jazz or other popular musics)”. Given the 
nineteenth-century Viennese setting of the ASF Measure, and the use Thomson made of the tack 
piano as described below, something like this last description seems to have been the effect he 
was after. Hugh Davies, "Instrument Modifications and Extended Performing Techniques," Grove 
Music Online, Oxford Music Online, Oxford University Press, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/public/;jsessionid=EDAD18EE52BD2434A87A2B78AA4FC49
D (accessed July 20, 2014).  
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Foster.141 Before it is sung, however, the same music is heard as one of a pair of 
waltzes used cleverly in overlapping alternation throughout Act I, Scene 2, 
during which Claudio is arrested in front of Mistress Overdone’s establishment. 
The tune is first heard as a sort of saloon polka with the first trumpet sounding it 
rowdily over an oom-pah accompaniment from the rest of the brass. This first 
waltz, designated Waltz A in the score, like the song it will become, is in the key 
of B flat major; but it is soon joined by a second waltz, Waltz B, in A major and 
unrelated to the song material, played on a xylophone accompanied by a tack 
piano. The two waltzes overlap cacophonously for a time, after which the first 
waltz drops away and the second finishes the cue alone.142 The general effect 
must have been one of competing noise from competing houses of bawd, an 
Ivesian effect that would have served acoustically both to define spaces heard 
but not seen from the street where the scene was played, and to underscore and 
                                                        
141 In 1961, Thomson published his set of five Shakespeare Songs (New York: Southern Music 
Publishing Co.), all drawn from his various ASF scores, including “Take, O, Take Those Lips 
Away,” from Measure, “Tell me where is fancy bred” and “Was this fair face the cause” from 
Merchant, and “Pardon, Goddess of the Night” and “Sign No More, Ladies” from Much Ado. 
 
142 Thomson’s script is not entirely clear here: the score suggests that the second waltz concludes 
alone midway through the scene, though there is an indication in the script suggesting the first 
waltz may have reentered at some point. Boxes 46 and 47, MSS 29A, Virgil Thomson Papers, Yale. 
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intensify the conflicts played out in that scene.143 
 The notices for King John were generally unenthusiastic though all agreed 
that the production was an improvement over the Festival’s first season.144 None 
of the major New York papers mentioned Thomson’s music, though one critic 
travelled all the way from Thomson’s hometown of Kansas City for the 
production; in his review for the Kansas City Star he wrote that “Kansas City’s 
own Virgil Thomson wrote incidental music, mostly fanfares or short 
atmospheric measures.”145 Measure for Measure fared little better, critically. 
Neither Walter Kerr, writing for the New York Herald Tribune (Thomson’s former 
paper, from which he had retired as chief music critic in 1954), nor Brooks 
Atkinson in the New York Times mentions the music. John Chapman of the Daily 
News did write that “there are several fragments of carnival music by Virgil 
Thomson which add to the great good spirits of an extraordinarily pleasant 
                                                        
143 The promptbook of Paul Leaf, stage manager for the ASF production of Measure for Measure, 
including music cues, is preserved in the Billy Rose Theater Collection at the New York Public 
Library for the Performing Arts (NYPL), Call No. *NCP (Shakespeare, W. Measure for Measure. 
1956). 
 
144 See, for example, Brooks Atkinson, “The Theatre: 'King John'; Shakespeare Festival in 
Connecticut Opens,” New York Times, June 28, 1956; and Walter F. Kerr, “Players at Stratford, 
Conn., Give Revival of 'King John',” New York Herald Tribune, June 28, 1956. 
 
145 Joseph Kaye, “Revive the Bard’s Play: ‘King John’ Opens Shakespeare Festival in Connecticut,” 
Kansas City Star, Sunday, July 1, 1956. 
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evening”146 and New York Journal-American critic John McClain mentions 
“appealing incidental music by Virgil Thomson”.147 Houseman later used what 
he called Thomson’s “beguiling” Measure for Measure score for productions by 
the UCLA Professional Theatre Group in 1961,148 the Missouri Repertory Theatre 
at the University of Missouri-Kansas City (Thomson’s home town) in 1971, and a 
Broadway revival in the winter of 1973-74.149 
 From May 30th to June 3rd, 1956, under the auspices of the Festival but 
prior to the season opening, a series of musical events was presented at Stratford 
by a group calling itself the Stratford Festival Theatre Music Association. 
Evidently intended to be the first of an annual music series there, the 1956 
programs were entirely devoted to the music of Mozart, in recognition of the 
bicentennial of his birth. Eric Leinsdorf conducted a production of The Abduction 
                                                        
146 John Chapman, “‘Measure for Measure’ a Lovely, Rollicking Farce at Stratford,” Daily News, 
June 29, 1956. 
 
147 John McClain, “‘Measure for Measure’: Fine Company Effective in Bard’s Comedy,” New York 
Journal-American, January 23, 1957. 
 
148 Houseman, Final Dress, 221; and Barbara Cooper, Production Assistant, The Theatre Group, 
University of California at Los Angeles, to Virgil Thomson, January 30, 1962, Box 183, MSS 29A, 
Thomson Papers, Yale. 
 
149 Tommasini, Virgil Thomson, 479, and Loney, ed., “Music and Shakespeare,” 187, and 
correspondence between Thomson and David Greis, Administrative Assistant, Missouri 
Repertory Theatre, including a letter dated August 23, 1971 and an undated handwritten invoice 
from Thomson for his $200 royalties from the production, Box 183, MSS 29A, Virgil Thomson 
Papers, Yale. 
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from the Seraglio and a performance of the B-flat Wind Serenade K. 361. He also 
participated in what appears to have been a public roundtable discussion titled 
“A Convocation: What Mozart Means to Modern Music,” along with Thomson 
(listed in the program as event Chair), Blitzstein, musicologist Frederick 
Sternfeld, and poet-librettist Chester Kallman.150 
The third ASF season, in contrast to the second, included three of 
Shakespeare’s most popular plays as determined by an audience survey the 
previous year: The Merchant of Venice, Much Ado About Nothing, and Othello.151 It 
also brought to the Festival the star power of Katherine Hepburn as Portia and 
Beatrice, and Alfred Drake as Othello and Benedick.152 Thomson agreed to 
provide original music for all three productions for a fee of $1,875.00 with 
additional compensation stipulated, as before, should any of the productions 
tour (Much Ado eventually toured quite extensively). Again, Thomson was 
                                                        
150 “Stratford Festival Theater Music Association: Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756-1956),” Series 
Program, Press Files 1950-72, America Shakespeare Theatre Plays and Prompt Books, 1956-1982 
(MS Thr 478), Harvard Theatre Collection, Houghton Library, Harvard University. 
 
151 Judith Crist, “Drake, Hepburn at Stratford,” New York Herald Tribune, Jun 16, 1957, D1. 
 
152 Hepburn returned in 1960 for two more productions, Twelfth Night and Antony and Cleopatra 
(both directed by Landau). Don Ross, “Shakespeare With a Twist,” New York Herald Tribune, June 
5, 1960. Meanwhile, Houseman had resigned in 1959 over disagreements with the Festival’s 
board. Louis Calta, “Houseman Quits Stratford Post: Cites Differences in Policy With 
Shakespeare Fete,” New York Times, August 27, 1959; and Calta, “Stratford Group Backs 
Houseman,” New York Times, September 3, 1959. 
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granted final say as to musicians and conductor and retained all the rights—as 
well as the scores—to his work. The new contract, however, is rather more 
specific about billing: 
If a single Play is being advertised, whether in newspapers or on 
houseboards, billboards, etc., the credit, “Music by Virgil 
Thomson”, shall appear on a separate line below all of the other 
credits pertaining to the Play, and no credits shall follow Mr. 
Thomson’s. 
 
If all three Plays are being advertised, the credit, “Music for All 
Plays by Virgil Thomson”, shall appear on a separate line after the 
separate credits for all of the Plays advertised, and no credit shall 
follow Mr. Thomson’s.153 
 
This time around, from the start Thomson got the billing he demanded. 
 As he had done the previous season, he scored all three of the 1957 
productions similarly, since they were played in repertory, though this time with 
a more varied ensemble. Othello is scored for flute doubling on piccolo, 2 
trumpets (both alternating between B-flat and C instruments), viola, cello, bass, 
and one percussionist to play chimes, crotales, tambourine, and tam-tam.154 
                                                        
153 Ibid. 
 
154 Box 50, MSS 29A, Virgil Thomson Papers, Yale. Penciled into the working score in what 
appears to be Thomson’s hand is an added cue, 9A, a single melody line with an indication that it 
be played on mandolin, though no mandolin is listed on the title page with the other instruments; 
later, another handwritten addition indicates that, for cue 22A, 9A be repeated. The same 
indications are written into the bass part. We know from the printed program and from 
Thomson’s own report that the bass player doubled as lutenist for the production of Much Ado 
About Nothing that season, and the title page of the score for The Merchant of Venice seems to 
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Desdemona’s “Willow Song,” appropriately unaccompanied, is a plaintive 
melody alternately evoking an English folk ballad in D-Aeolian and a pentatonic 
American folk song. Iago’s two drinking songs, various fanfares, and some 
“Street Music” fill out the score. John McClain of the New York Journal-American 
called attention to “Virgil Thomson’s background music [that] adds to the 
surging mood of the proceedings.”155 
 Both 1957 comedies used music much more extensively than did Measure 
for Measure the previous season. The Merchant of Venice is scored for flute 
doubling on recorder, 2 trumpets in C, viola, cello, bass, lute, and percussion 
consisting of chimes, various bells, high and low tom-toms, tambourine, snare 
drum, castanets, and “a piece of steel and steel hammer.”156 The play opens with 
what Thomson labeled a “Bell Overture” in his score and script, in which five 
bells play repeated Fs in rhythms carefully notated to produce a random effect, 
with a sixth bell adding an intermittent E, over all of which a brief F-major 
                                                                                                                                                                     
indicate one player for both bass and lute, so perhaps this same bassist cum lutenist, Joseph 
Iadone, was also able to play the mandolin for Othello, though only “bass and lute” are indicated 
in the printed program for the season, which includes all three productions. The assumption is 
complicated, however, by the fact that in the bass’s score, the word “lute” and a metronome 
marking are written beside the added cue, while “mandolin” is written above the first bar. 
 
155 John McClain, “‘Othello’: Festival Off to Fine Start in Stratford,” New York Journal-American, 
June 24, 1957. 
 
156 Boxes 47 and 48, MSS 29A, Virgil Thomson Papers, Yale. 
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melody on the chimes dances in 6/8 time. This “overture” continues through the 
first scene, giving way in the second to a solo lute introducing music labeled 
“Portia at home.” Each of Portia’s suitors is given a characteristic “masque,” as 
they are labeled in the score: the Moroccan prince’s is evocatively exotic and the 
Aragonese prince’s appropriately Latinate. Bassanio’s masque has a simple 
hominess and pentatonic flavor similar both to Portia’s “house music” and 
Thomson’s setting of the song “Was this fair face the cause,” interpolated (from 
All’s Well That Ends Well 1.3.74) at the end of Act II, Scene 7. 
 To sing this and “Tell me where is fancy bred” (3.2), in the role of Portia’s 
servant Stephano, the young American countertenor Russell Oberlin was 
engaged, a situation that one imagines ought to have delighted the heart of 
Thomson the vocal composer.157 Oberlin was certainly the best-known American 
countertenor of his day, one of the few to have a major performing career before 
the male treble “renaissance” toward the end of the century. When, in 1961, 
Benjamin Britten’s opera on A Midsummer Night’s Dream was presented for the 
                                                        
157 Thomson’s script indicates that the character of Balthazar sing “Tell me where is fancy bred,” 
and suggests the same for “Was this fair face the cause.” However, the printed program for the 
Festival season names Oberlin as Stephano and it seems unlikely that any of the singing would be 
given to any other performer. Perhaps, since Oberlin played the part of Balthazar in Much Ado, 
being produced simultaneously with Merchant (both plays do, in fact, have characters named 
Balthazar), Thomson confused the name of the singing character here. Box 48, MSS 29A, Virgil 
Thomson Papers, Yale. 
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first time at Covent Garden, Oberlin assumed the role of Oberon, written for 
Alfred Deller and originated by him elsewhere. When Lillian Hellman’s 
adaptation of Jean Anouilh’s play The Lark premiered on Broadway in 1955, it 
was Oberlin who sang the songs written for it by the young Leonard Bernstein. 
Oberlin appeared in both Merchant and Much Ado and returned the following 
season to perform Blitzstein’s songs for A Midsummer Night’s Dream. (Blitzstein’s 
work for the ASF is discussed in Chapter Four, below.) Thomson actually set 
“Tell me where is fancy bred” in two versions, though it is not at all clear from 
either score or working script which ended up in the ASF production. Some 
“Carnival Music” and “Garden Music” round out the score. 
 “Virgil Thomson contributes incidental music” wrote Lewis Funke in the 
New York Times, “that enhances the scenes.”158 Robert Coleman, writing for the 
New York Mirror, mentioned “Virgil Thomson’s atmospheric music”,159 which 
McClain, in the New York Journal-American, called “charming and never 
intrusive.”160 Frances Herridge of the New York Post wrote “[a] word of praise [. 
                                                        
158 Lewis Funke, “’The Merchant of Venice’: American Theatre Production Opens,” New York 
Times, July 11, 1957. 
 
159 Robert Coleman, “Robert Coleman’s Theatre: ‘Merchant of Venice’ with Kate, is Great,” New 
York Mirror, July 11, 1957. 
 
160 John McClain, “‘Merchant’ Brilliant as Hepburn Glitters,” New York Journal-American, July 11, 
1957. 
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. .] for Virgil Thomson’s evocative background music.”161 Surprisingly, none of 
these mentions Oberlin, though the reviewer for the Shakespeare Quarterly did 
commend “the perfect singing by Russell Oberlin (the matchless counter-tenor) 
at the second curtain, of [‘Was this fair face the cause’] to an unpublished setting 
by Virgil Thompson. Deservedly it got one of the warmest rounds of applause in 
the entire performance.”162 Theatre Arts Magazine made reference to a “mood [. . .] 
of music and hope, of young love and devotion between friends, of mercy 
tempering justice” without any names or details.163 
 
A Mexican Much Ado 
More than any of its other productions, the American Shakespeare 
Festival’s “Wild West” Much Ado About Nothing has entered the annals of 
                                                                                                                                                                     
 
161 Frances Herridge, “Across the Footlights: Fine New ‘Merchant’ at Stratford,” New York Post, 
July 11, 1957. 
 
162 Clair McGlinchee, “Stratford, Connecticut, Shakespeare Festival 1957,” Shakespeare Quarterly 
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Shakespearean lore.164 The choice to change the time and place of the play from 
Shakespeare’s original Renaissance Sicily to the American West has been copied, 
wittingly or unwittingly, closely or obliquely, on several occasions165 and 
referenced in reviews, forwards, and other writings on the play since that time.166 
Houseman and Landau chose as their setting “a rich ranch house in Spanish 
North America”, specifically northern Mexico of the nineteenth century (an idea 
both Langner and Houseman credit to Hepburn).167 “It seemed to us all, and still 
does, I think, imaginative and wise,” Thomson later wrote, “a contribution, even, 
to the play and to its comprehensibility in our time.”168 Justifying the change of 
time and place, he wrote that “[n]o matter how the setting of it may be altered, 
the play must remain a picture of life among well-to-do Spanish landed gentry. [. 
                                                        
164 It was alternately nicknamed the “Rio Grande” or “Texas” Much Ado (although an error in the 
playbill retained Shakespeare’s original Messina as the setting). 
 
165 For example: Kentucky Shakespeare Festival, 2012; Ann Arbor Civic Theatre, 2012; Strange 
Bedfellows (Palisades, NY), 2011. 
 
166 See, for example, David Bevington, Introduction to William Shakespeare, Much Ado About 
Nothing, ed. David Bevington (New York: Bantam, 1993), xxviii; Sheldon P. Zitner, General 
Introduction to William Shakespeare, Much Ado About Nothing, ed. Sheldon P. Zitner, The Oxford 
Shakespeare, ed. Stanley Wells (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 68; and John F. Cox, Introduction 
to William Shakespeare, Much Ado About Nothing, ed. John F. Cox, Shakespeare in Production, ed. 
J. S. Bratton and Julie Hankey (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 57, 63, 91, 217, 
234. 
 
167 Lawrence Langner to Katherine Hepburn. August 23, 1957, Box 11, Katherine Hepburn Papers, 
*T-Mss 2007-009, Billy Rose Theatre Division, NYPL; and Houseman, Final Dress, 83.  
 
168 Thomson, “Music for Much Ado,” 90. 
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. .] The whole play, it was agreed, could be brought to life in such a setting with a 
maximum of recognition on the part of twentieth-century Americans and a 
minimum of violation to the poet’s meaning.”169 Brooks Atkinson called the 
change “not only shrewd but fresh and joyous.”170 Thomson and Houseman both 
left published accounts of the production and their work on it, providing an ideal 
starting point for the detailed musico-dramatic reconstruction and analysis that 
follows. 
 For Thomson the composer, the choice to “Americanize” was felicitous. 
The incorporation of American popular and folk musical elements is a hallmark 
of Thomson’s style, from his Symphony No. 1 “on a Hymn Tune” (“Jesus Loves 
Me” as well as several other well-known tunes), the evocation of Protestant 
church music in Four Saints (both from 1928), the nineteenth-century popular 
styles of The Mother of Us All (1947), to his Pulitzer-winning score for Louisiana 
Story (1948) with its well-researched use of Acadian and Cajun folk-music 
elements, and beyond. Pastiche was fundamental to his style—and his success—
as a composer: as with Ives, Copland, Bernstein, and so many others, his bid for a 
truly American modernist idiom was significantly predicated upon the 
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170 Brooks Atkinson, “The Theatre: 'Much Ado',” New York Times, August 8, 1957. 
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borrowing, imitating, and referencing of popular- and folk-musical Americana. 
“I went to the New York Public Library” he wrote “and examined all the 
collections of folklore and old popular tunes from northern Mexico and the 
American southwest. [. . .] Then I consulted with my directors to determine 
where music might be needed, desired, possible to introduce, and about the 
number of musicians the production budget would allow.”171 Houseman called 
Thomson’s music “Pop-Hispanic”172 and the composer himself described the 
“folksy and easy-going Spanish-American ambience”173 it created. The change of 
time and place also intersected nicely with two types of dance music Thomson 
especially favored, the waltz and the tango. 
 Notwithstanding Thomson’s plaint about the musically restricted nature 
of Shakespeare generally, Much Ado is among the playwright’s most musical 
works. Scholars have long noted the generous musical requirements of the play, 
its copious musical references, and even identified music as a structural device 
                                                        
171 Thomson, “Music for Much Ado,” 91. 
 
172 Houseman, Final Dress, 84. Houseman erroneously names “La Cucaracha” as one of the 
borrowed tunes Thomson used in his score. 
 
173 Thomson, “Music for Much Ado,” 92. 
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within the plot.174 “In few other plays,” literary scholar Sheldon Zitner wrote, 
“does Shakespeare employ music, dance, and song so extensively or with such 
significance.”175 Paul Siegel described it as “a formal dance in which couples 
successively part, make parallel movements and then are reunited.”176 A musical 
metaphor is equally apt: the multiple plotlines of deception and revelation are 
interwoven almost polyphonically, and the polyphony is imitative.177 If, as 
linguistic historians have suggested, the pronunciation of “nothing” in 
Elizabethan England was actually closer to “noting” (George Kittredge pointed 
out that it is rhymed with “doting” in Sonnet XX), even the title of the play takes 
on musical implications.178  
Thomson’s score calls for a broken consort of flute doubling on piccolo, 
                                                        
174 See James J. Wey, “’To Grace Harmony’: Musical Design in Much Ado About Nothing,” Boston 
University Studies in English IV (Boston: Department of English, Graduate School, Boston 
University, 1960), 80-87. 
 
175 Zitner, “Music, Song, and Dance,” 203. 
 
176 Paul N. Siegel, “The Turns of the Dance: An Essay on Much Ado About Nothing,” in Shakespeare 
in His Time and Ours (Notre Dame, IN: Notre Dame Press, 1968), 212. Long also claims that the 
dance called for at the end of Much Ado constitutes the first time Shakespeare explicitly used a 
dance as the finale of one of his plays. John H. Long, Shakespeare’s Uses of Music: A Study of the 
Music and Its Performance in the Original Production of Seven Comedies (Gainesville, FL: University 
of Florida Press, 1955), 137. 
 
177 Siegel emphasized the parallels, echoings, and repeating patterns among the various actions 
and reactions throughout the play. Ibid. 212-26. 
 
178 George Lyman Kittredge, ed., Sixteen Plays of Shakespeare (Boston: Ginn, 1946), 122n, as quoted 
in Wey, 86-7, note 11. 
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clarinet, 2 trumpets, viola, cello, double bass, percussion (one player, on 
Glockenspiel, chimes, and snare drum), guitar/lute,179 piano, and singer. 
Thomson had among his musicians for all three productions of the 1957 season a 
bass player, Joseph Iadone, able to double on various plucked chordophones; 
Jaroschy was the pianist; for unknown reasons, perhaps simple oversight, the 
clarinetist is not credited in the printed program; and Oberlin, in the role of 
Balthazar, sang the play’s two famous songs, “Sigh no more, ladies” and “Pardon 
Goddess of the night” costumed, Thomson wrote, “as a peon of the ranch”.180 
 The following reconstruction and musical analysis is based upon 
Thomson’s working script and conductor’s score, and a “presentation” 
promptbook of the production prepared for Hepburn by one of the stage 
managers, William Woodman, held among the actor’s papers at the New York 
Public Library. Additional sources include the published writings of Thomson 
and Houseman themselves, publicity and other printed material from the 
                                                        
179 Notwithstanding the Hispanic setting, and Thomson’s own mention of guitar in his article on 
Much Ado (p. 91), most of the indications in the score are for lute, a few indicating that either 
instrument may be used. A list of lute cues handwritten into the bass part includes Cues 5, 13, 15, 
16, and 34. In fact, it is not at all clear that the guitar was ever actually heard. The printed 
program lists Joseph Iadone on “bass and lute” (no guitar). According to his obituary, Iadone did 
play the guitar, though he was, through most of his career, known primarily as a lutenist. Ben 
Sisario, “Joseph Iadone, 89, Revived Interest in the Lute,” New York Times, April 16, 2004. 
 
180 Thomson, “Music for Much Ado,” 91. 
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Festival, contemporary reviews of the production, and various supplementary 
archival documentation. Because the ASF script takes considerable liberties with 
the arrangement of Shakespeare’s scenes, turning the original five acts into three, 
I have opted to avoid specific act and scene designations in this analysis in favor 
of plot descriptions wherever possible; where act and scene designations are 
unavoidable, they refer to the standard version of the play, to which most 
readers will have access, rather than the ASF version. As noted in the opening 
chapter, the score has been transcribed with the least amount of editorial 
intervention possible. However, I have incorporated performance instructions 
indicated by Thomson himself in his conductor’s score, such as added or 
changed articulations, dynamics, corrections of obvious errors, and so forth, with 
the hope that the resulting transcription might reflect as closely as possible the 
actual performance. Since the score remains unpublished, it has seemed 
unnecessary to note each instance where Thomson made changes to his own 
work in rehearsal, unless the change is deemed especially noteworthy in the 
context of the analysis. 
 Spectators entering the theater that summer of 1957 would have seen a 
curtainless stage across the breadth of which stood a stuccoed wall topped with 
terra cotta shingles representing the outer walls and gates of a Mexican ranch or 
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Ex. 3.1: Much Ado About Nothing, Cue 1181 
                                                        
181 All musical examples in Chapter Three are reprinted by permission of the Virgil Thomson 
Foundation, Ltd., copyright owner. 
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Ex. 3.1 (continued)  
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hacienda, Governor Leonato’s estate.182 The play opened with a short overture in 
the form of a habanera (Cue 1, Ex. 3.1), Thomson arrangement of the Mexican 
folksong “Pregúntales a las estrellas.”183 As noted above, Thomson favored music 
justified as originating from identifiable sources within a play’s diegesis, so he 
was particularly proud of the fact that virtually every cue he wrote for Much Ado 
could be justified as “source music,” perceived as proceeding from a source, 
though often only implied, within the world of the stage. The overture served “to 
set the locale” and could, he wrote, be perceived as emanating from some nearby 
but unseen “café or dance hall outside the gates of the ranch”.184 Even for those 
who may not have recognized the tune, the dotted rhythm of the habanera bass 
line and the alternating duplets and triplets of the melody confirmed for the 
audience the Latino world suggested by the set. Thomson’s arrangement of the 
tune is perfectly straightforward, with no musical complexities that might call 
attention to itself as anything other than a sort of aural complement to the 
scenery. 
                                                        
182 Houseman/Landau, The Birth of a Theatre, 63. 
 
183 A Mexican folksong known in English as “Oh, Ask of the Stars, Beloved.” In his article on the 
music for Much Ado, Thomson wrote of three borrowed tunes: “Jarabe Tapatío” and “La 
Golondrina,” both discussed below, “plus another almost equally familiar,” which he did not 
name. No doubt he referred to “Pregúntales a las estrellas.” Thomson, “Music for Much Ado,” 92. 
 
184 Thomson, “Music for Much Ado,” 93. 
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Ex. 3.2: Much Ado About Nothing, Cues 2, 3 & 4  
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Ex. 3.2 (continued) 
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 The sound of horses hooves is heard; Leonato enters with his daughter 
Hero and his niece Beatrice, in anticipation of the arrival of Don Pedro and his 
soldiers, recently victorious in battle somewhere nearby. Gunshots and whoops  
announce the approach of the soldiers, who enter through the house to 
Thomson’s arrangement of “Jarabe Tapatío,” known in English as  
the “Mexican Hat Dance,”185 a popular paso doble or quickstep played first on 
piccolo and snare drum—a sort Mexican fife-and-drum tune—by costumed 
musicians leading the squad toward the stage (Cues 2 & 3, Ex. 3.2).186 The tune is 
soon picked up by the orchestra in the pit (Cue 4, Ex. 3.2). As the company 
advances, the gates and walls of the set part to reveal “the courtyard of the ‘great 
house,’ its steps and galleries crowded with cheering, flower-tossing ladies.” The 
soldiers proceed through the set and off, reappearing “seconds later to accept 
this rousing welcome [. . .] through the same gates—now from the rear [. . .]  
marching downstage. In other words,” Houseman recalled “the whole stage had 
been turned inside out before the audience’s eyes.”187 (The stage, of course, did  
                                                        
185 Thomson called it a “Mexican Scarf Dance.” Ibid. 
 
186 Markings in Thomson’s conductor’s score suggest that his original plan, to have Cue 3 played 
by piccolo, trumpets, and snare drum, was revised in performance so that Cue 3 was an exact 
repeat of Cue 2 (piccolo and drum only). 
 
187 Houseman/Landau, “The Birth of a Theatre,” 64. 
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Ex. 3.3: Much Ado About Nothing, Cue 5 
222 
not actually turn; most likely the actors simply exited upstage and reentered 
immediately in the opposite direction, creating the illusion that the vantage of 
the audience had been reversed.) Again, Thomson’s music is simply a 
straightforward setting of the well-known original tune. 
 Brief dialogue sets the scene and the situation, and serves to introduce the 
characters. Eventually, Claudio, a young soldier and nobleman, asks and receives  
Don Pedro’s promise of help in winning the hand of Leonato’s daughter, Hero, at 
which point Thomson introduces a new tune, possibly original, or an 
unidentified borrowing, a slow, minor-mode waltz for solo lute (Cue 5, Ex. 3.3), 
with a few lovely non-harmonic tones adding a hint of dissonance (as at mm. 3, 
13, 14, and 19). The music stops as Don Pedro’s bastard brother, Don John, and 
his cohort Borachio enter, plotting to ruin Hero’s reputation and thus her 
marriage to Claudio (precisely why, we are never told). As they exit, Leonato, 
Hero, her cousin Beatrice, and other members of the household enter to the 
sounds of musicians tuning up for the ensuing victory celebration (Cue 6; the 
score merely reads “Cue 6: Tuning up, ad lib., In and out on cue”). A fanfare 
announces that the festivities and the entrance of the dancers (Cue 7, Ex. 3.4).188 
                                                        
188 This cue was originally twice as long as shown (8 mm.). The extra measures were crossed out 
from Thomson’s conductor’s score and, thus, have been omitted from the example. 
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Ex. 3.4: Much Ado About Nothing, Cue 7 
 
It appears that the ‘masque’ (masked ball) was a complex musico-dramatic 
construct in which different couples moved and conversed to various 
arrangements of two contrasting dances, labeled Dance 1 and Dance 2 in the 
score. No record seems to have survived of John Butler’s choreography for the 
scene (Thomson’s script calls it a “round dance”), so it is impossible to know 
precisely how the various pairs were choreographed but one assumes it was a 
dance appropriate to the historic time and place. Evidence suggests that the 
musicians were on the stage with the actors. Dance 1 is folksy and ebullient, in a 
broad, rather pesante D major and double meter with irregular accentual 
displacement. The lower octaves of the flute and clarinet parts were omitted for 
this cue. One imagines that at least some of the company danced at this point, 
though evidently not the four couples described below. After the first nine 
measures as shown in the example, Dance 1 segues to Dance 2 (Cue 8A, Ex. 3.6), 
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which changes to G major and triple time, a softer dynamic, and music that 
suggests more horizontal motion to the dancing. Cue 8A segues to 8B, a reduced 
version of Dance 2 (Ex. 3.7). At this point Don Pedro and Hero, the first of the 
four couples around which Shakespeare built his dance scene, speak then dance. 
Dance 1 returns, briefly ff with full orchestration, then softly without 
 
Ex. 3.5: Much Ado About Nothing, Cues 8, 8C, 8E, 8F & 10 
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Ex. 3.5 (continued) 
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Ex. 3.5 (continued) 
 
 
trumpets (Cue 8C, Ex. 3.5) as the second couple, Margaret (Hero’s lady-in-
waiting) and Borachio, take their turn, then the third, Ursula (another of Hero’s 
attendants) and Antonio (Leonato’s brother, Hero’s uncle), who interact to the 
return of Dance 2, now reduced even further in orchestration to unison flute and 
clarinet in low registers with string accompaniment first arco then pizzicato (Cue 
8D, Ex. 3.8). As the fourth and final couple—Beatrice, with the soldier-nobleman 
Benedick (Hepburn and Drake)—takes their turn to speak and dance, the music 
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Ex. 3.6: Much Ado About Nothing, Cue 8A 
228 
 
Ex. 3.6 (continued) 
229 
 
Ex. 3.7: Much Ado About Nothing, Cue 8B 
230 
 
Ex. 3.8: Much Ado About Nothing, Cue 8D 
of Dance 1 returns with slightly varied orchestration (Cues 8E and 8F, Ex. 3.5). 
Up to this point, we have only heard the first nine measures of this cue; now, as 
the dancing ends, the last nine measures are finally played to conclude. The 
music ends just before the two complete their dialogue, followed by a short 
fanfare (Cue 9, Ex. 3.8) announcing the next dance. 
At this point Thomson’s script and score indicate a considerable 
rearrangement of his initial musical ideas: originally, Dance 1 was to return here,  
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Ex. 3.9: Much Ado About Nothing, Cues 9 & 13 
 
 
 
but instead Thomson substituted a grand “Romantic Waltz” he had written as 
Cue 14, thus ending the ball sequence on a more refined and cosmopolitan note 
“for the grand march out to supper.”189 Though it bears some thematic similarity 
to Dance 2, the “Romantic Waltz” (Ex. 3.10) in its original form as Cue 14 uses 
more elaborate counterpoint among the parts and includes piano and bells. Here, 
however, as Cue 10, it omits the piano and bells and gives the main melody to 
flute and clarinet (instead of the trumpets). In typically absolute terms, Thomson 
wrote that he “needed a waltz for romantic feeling. But our Spanish-Americans 
had no waltzes of their own. They used (bought copies of it by the thousands) a 
German waltz called “Over the Waves” (to them “Sobre las Olas”).” This he 
rejected exactly because it was so familiar, “too familiar to be effective save in 
ironic or caricatured version.” The waltz he composed instead “might have come  
                                                        
189 Thomson, “Music for Much Ado,” 94. 
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Ex. 3.10: Much Ado About Nothing, Cues 10, 14, 18, 37B & 37D 
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Ex. 3.10 (continued) 
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Ex. 3.10 (continued) 
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from anywhere,” evoking “the romantic feeling that upper-class people 
everywhere in the nineteenth century associated with three-four time.”190 It is a 
bit of typically Thomsonian Americana, musically simple and straightforward 
but nicely orchestrated and elegantly appropriate to the dramatic context. After 
approximately twenty seconds of waltzing (according to Thomson’s script), the 
doors up stage center open and the dancers, led by Hero, exit, leaving only the 
conspirators Don John and Borachio on stage with Claudio. “Supper music”(the 
continuation of Cue 10, presumably softer as if from within the house) is heard 
throughout the next scene in which the conspirators convince Claudio that Don 
Pedro intends to marry Hero himself. As Claudio, now alone on the stage, 
renounces her (for the first time, but not the last), the music segues to a version of 
the “Romantic Waltz” on solo lute (Cue 11, which is the same as Cue 17, Ex. 
3.11), perhaps recalling for him what he must assume was their last dance 
together.191 
                                                        
190 Thomson, “Music for Much Ado,” 92. Evidently, Thomson was not alone in believing that 
“Sobre las Olas” was of German or Viennese origins, but he was wrong in this case. It is in fact 
Mexican, “the best-known work of Juventino Rosas (1868-1894), a pure-blooded Otomi Indian 
from Mexico.” Charles Wolfe, “American Roots Music: Eternal Songs,” PBS, 
http://www.pbs.org/americanrootsmusic/pbs_arm_es_standards.html (accessed July 20, 2014). 
 
191 Here again, Thomson’s initial plans were clearly altered: Cue 11 was originally the same music 
as Cue 5, the slow lute waltz first heard when Claudio requests Don Pedro’s help to win Hero. 
While the script and original score indicate this reuse of Cue 5 for Cue 11, the working score 
236 
Benedick enters but cannot console Claudio, who goes out. As Don Pedro, 
Leonato, and Hero enter, the lute waltz ends. Eventually, Benedick exits and  
 
Ex. 3.11: Much Ado About Nothing, Cue 11 & 17 
 
                                                                                                                                                                     
redirects to Cue 17, the solo lute version of the “Romantic Waltz,” inserted on a loose sheet in 
Thomson’s hand. 
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Ex. 3.12: Much Ado About Nothing, Cues 12 & 16192 
                                                        
192 The first bass note in m. 4 is a D in Thomson’s sketch for this cue. In keeping with my policy of 
minimal editing, I have left it as the copyist copied it here. Beams across rests are in the copied 
version, too (though not in the sketch). 
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Beatrice enters with Claudio. The misunderstanding concerning Hero and Don 
Pedro—the first of many “nothings” causing “much ado” in the play—is cleared 
up and the two young lovers are pledged while the solo lute resumes, this time 
playing Thomson’s arrangement of the popular Mexican song “La Golondrina” 
(Cue 12, Ex. 3.12), perhaps the composer’s comment on Hero’s brief “exile” from 
Claudio’s affections.193 The music ends as Beatrice exits. Once she is gone, Hero 
and Claudio, now seemingly safely betrothed, along with Don Pedro and 
Leonato, resolve to unite her with Benedick similarly. The group eventually exits 
the stage to the sound of a muted fanfare (Cue 13, Ex. 3.9),194 crossing paths with 
Don John and his cohorts returned to the stage to reveal their (new) plan for 
disgracing Hero and thwarting her marriage to Claudio, which involves making 
Claudio witness to a staged tryst that will appear to reveal Hero as unfaithful. 
They exit as Benedick appears, alone, to the strains of the “Romantic Waltz”—
this whole series of scenes is played against an aural backdrop of the party inside 
the house—this time in its original form including trumpets, piano, and bells 
                                                                                                                                                                     
 
193 Mexican song from the 1860s by Narciso Serradell and B. Niceto de Zamacois. Bowles also 
used the tune in his scores for The Glass Menagerie and Summer and Smoke, as discussed in Chapter 
Four, below. 
 
194 No explanation is provided for this fanfare, either by Shakespeare or by any extant records 
from the production. One might assume it served to motivate the exit by seeming to call the 
exiting players elsewhere. 
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(Cue 14, Ex. 3.10). As he delivers his famous soliloquy on love, “I do much 
wonder” (2.3 in the original play), the waltz music continues subito piano. 
Concluding, Benedick hears Don Pedro, Leonato, and Claudio approach and 
decides (rather inexplicably) to hide, so that he may “note” (eavesdrop upon) 
their conversation. The newcomers are perfectly well aware of the hiding 
Benedick and immediately set about their scheme, first by enlisting a peon 
named Balthazar (Russell Oberlin costumed as a ranch hand) into singing the 
song “Sigh no more, ladies” accompanied by the lute (Cues 15 instrumental 
vamp & 15A, Ex. 3.13). 
Thomson wrote that he 
composed [the song] in two versions and used [it] in two places.  
One version was in espagnoloid Scottish style, with syncopations 
derived naturally from the word accents and a vocal flourish at the 
end. The other was a fandango in which the words clicked like 
castanets. This latter so deeply offended the taste of my singer, an 
expert of Elizabethan songs and madrigals, that eventually it was 
removed from the production.195 
 
The fandango version that offended Oberlin is nowhere to be found in 
Thomson’s working copy of the score of Much Ado, though it is included—scored 
for voice with viola, cello, and bass accompaniment, but without text—in the 
initial fair copy of the score made by Thomson’s copyist for the production. To 
                                                        
195 Thomson, “Music for Much Ado,” 92-93. 
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date, I have found no records indicating where or how Thomson originally 
intended this alternate iteration of the song to occur within the production, or if 
he merely wished to offer Oberlin his pick of the two settings. Nor is there any 
indication that the version that was used was used anywhere else in the show 
but here. When it came time to publish his Shakespeare Songs in 1961, Thomson 
combined the two settings, beginning with the one used in the ASF production, 
the “espagnoloid Scottish” version, then segueing into the somewhat more 
upbeat discarded setting so that the entire lyric, both verses, is sung through 
twice.196 
 The text of this song is notoriously problematic in the context of the 
play—a song advising women to stop lamenting faithless men—inserted at the 
beginning of the famous gulling scene in which Don Pedro, Leonato, and 
Claudio connive to convince Benedick that, if he admits his love for Beatrice, he 
can be sure that she will requite: in other words, in almost every respect the 
opposite situation of the sort presented in the song.197 John Long, in his seminal 
                                                        
196 Box 48, MSS 29A, Virgil Thomson Papers, Yale. Thomson used this setting as an illustration in 
his book Words with Music: A Composer’s View (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989), 94-95. 
 
197 Philippa Sheppard sums up the various attempts to explain the song in the context of the play 
in her article “’Sigh No More, Ladies’—The Song in Much Ado About Nothing: Shakespeare and 
Branagh Deliver Aural Pleasure,” Literature/Film Quarterly 33/2 (2005): 96-99. Zitner provides a 
complicated and not terribly convincing explanation of the song and its context in Zitner, ed., 
“Music, Song, and Dance,” 203-4. The sort of broad reasoning Zitner employs to justify the song 
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work on music in Shakespeare, states that the song “apparently serves no 
dramatic function other than to reflect the light and humorous spirit of the scene 
in which it is placed.”198 Such an assessment is, of course, inadequate for a 
modern director (and composer) looking for clarity of dramatic motivation. Far 
from mitigating the seeming disparity between text and context here, Thomson’s 
snappy little setting emphasizes the insouciance of the lyric, thereby throwing it 
into even greater contrast with the surrounding drama. But it may in fact provide 
insight not only into Houseman’s and Landau’s intention for the scene and its 
strangely incongruous song, but also the perplexing reaction to it that 
Shakespeare has written for Benedick.  
The Hepburn promptbook seems to indicate that Balthazar and possibly 
the lutenist entered with the others, the former moving down stage left to begin 
                                                                                                                                                                     
in the context of the overall “message” of the play is certainly not the kind of specific 
motivational justification necessary for a composer to compose a dramatically effective song or a 
singing actor to deliver a convincing performance. John Cox’s description of the song’s function 
is similarly broad and impracticable; see Cox, Introduction, 5. Daniel Albright points to another 
example of a seemingly similarly inappropriate song, Desdemona’s famous “Willow Song” 
(Othello 4.3.41-57), in which a woman sings of a false (male) lover, in spite of the fact that 
Desdemona is herself the one accused of falseness by a faithful husband. Either Shakespeare 
wrote (or chose) these lyrics for some reason other than surface aptness of the text or he was 
intentionally complicating the scenes in which they appear. Houseman’s, Landau’s, and 
Thomson’s clever musical solution to the problem of “Sigh no more, ladies” lends a good deal of 
weight to the latter assertion. See Daniel Albright, Musicking Shakespeare: A Conflict of Theatres 
(Rochester: University of Rochester Press, 2007), 9. 
 
198 Long, Shakespeare’s Uses of Music, 125. 
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his song, the latter up stage left. Upon hearing the song’s introduction, Benedick 
reacts saying:  
Now, divine air! Now is his soul ravished! (2.3.57) 
But he changes his tune once Balthazar has finished his, condemning the 
performance in no uncertain terms:  
An he had been a dog that should have howled thus, they would 
have hanged him, and I pray God his bad voice bode no mischief. I 
had as lief have heard the night raven, come what plague could 
have come after it. (2.3.81-85)  
 
Clearly, by using Oberlin as their Balthazar, Houseman and Landau made a 
conscious choice to complicate Benedick’s reaction to the song and its 
performance, since we know, from a review of the production (quoted below), 
that his singing here “stopped the show.”199 It seems equally unlikely that the 
musical setting itself, however peculiar, was meant to motivate Benedick’s harsh 
judgment—since all his references are to the singer rather than the song (and 
since the setting, however unexpected, is not musically strange or over-
sophisticated). How then did the production’s directors and composer justify the 
song, its setting, and Benedick’s reaction to it? The nature of Thomson’s music  
                                                        
199 McGlinchee, “Stratford, Connecticut,” 510. Current scholarship seems to accept that Jack 
Wilson, believed to be the original Balthazar, was a fine singer brought in specifically as such. 
See, for example, Zitner, ed., “Music, Song, and Dance,” 204-5. 
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Ex. 3.13: Much Ado About Nothing, Cues 15 & 15A 
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Ex. 3.13 (continued) 
 
 
suggests an answer to that question.  
Assuming his setting of “Sigh no more, ladies” was characteristically 
deliberate and considered, his lively, intentionally hootenanny-ish music may 
have been intended to emphasize the surface meaning of the text in order that 
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Benedick should recognize himself in it the more forcefully. He might even 
recognize in the song Beatrice’s own sentiments about his sex generally and 
himself specifically, as revealed in their repartee throughout the play. In the face 
of his latent love, soon to be encouraged to full expression by the other men in 
the scene, his dislike of the singer and the song may be read as misplaced 
aversion to the song text, which hits its mark perfectly, playing upon his latent 
fears that Beatrice has no more feelings for him than “hey nonny, nonny.”200 Thus 
agitated, Benedick is all the more receptive to the conspirators’ suggestions: by 
the end of the scene he is thoroughly convinced of Beatrice’s love for him and 
resolves to act upon his own for her. Both the song, and the gulling of which it 
may be understood as an integral part, have accomplished their task masterfully. 
In short, Thomson’s funny little song-setting is actually a clever and apt dramatic 
device that has neatly solves the problem this scene presents. All exit.  
 Hero and Ursula enter and proceed by means of similar subterfuge to do 
to Beatrice—who is “noting” just as he was—what the men have just done to 
Benedick, convince her of his love. The women, however, operate without 
                                                        
200 Regarding Balthazar’s protests, both before and after the song—“tax not so bad a voice/To 
slander music” (2.3.43-44), “There’s not a note of mine that’s worth the noting” (2.3.54), “an ill 
singer, my lord” (2.3.78) —one imagines that his modesty, belied by the beauty of the voice, must 
have had at least some small comic effect. Don Pedro himself attests to the singer’s quality when 
he responds to Balthazar’s protests saying “It is the witness still of excellency/To put a strange 
face on his own perfection” (2.3.45-46). William Shakespeare, Much Ado About Nothing, ed. David 
Bevington (New York: Bantam, 1993). 
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benefit of song, beginning their performance for the concealed Beatrice against a 
musical background of “La Golondrina” for lute solo (Cue 16, same as Cue 12, 
Ex. 3.12). The scene was evidently enhanced by a comic gag that had Hepburn 
hiding under a table, following the others around the stage moving the table 
with her. Eventually, servants came to remove the table, revealing the huddled 
Beatrice and sending the others rushing off. Beatrice determines to do what she 
must for Benedick. Her resolve is strengthened by the soft strains of the 
“Romantic Waltz”—the same music heard during Benedick’s love soliloquy—
played first on lute, then, to conclude the act, on muted trumpets, strings, and 
bells (Cues 17 and 18, Exx. 3.10 and 3.11). 
The Act II overture is another habanera, this time a transformed “La 
Golondrina” for full ensemble except piano and bells (Cue 19, Ex. 3.14). This is 
followed by a brief scene in which Benedick reveals to Don Pedro, Leonato, and 
Claudio, who are playing poker, that he is, in fact, sick with love for Beatrice (3.2 
in Shakespeare’s original). Soon the scurrilous Don John enters to deliver his 
Iago-like lies about Hero’s infidelity (which Claudio and Don Pedro seem 
alarmingly willing to believe). In the low-comic scene that follows, Dogberry— 
malapropist extraordinaire—Verges, and the rest of the watchmen enter to the 
strains of a barrelhouse piano as if from somewhere nearby playing, not   
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Ex. 3.14: Much Ado About Nothing, Cue 19 
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Ex. 3.14 (continued) 
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Ex. 3.15: Much Ado About Nothing, Cues 20 & 26A 
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surprisingly, the same music heard ostensibly from such an establishment at the 
very beginning of the play, “Preguntáles a las estrellas” (Cue 20, Ex. 3.15). For 
Houseman & Landau’s “Wild West” Much Ado, constables Dogberry and Verges 
of Shakespeare’s original conception were transformed into a bumbling Western 
town sheriff “with a gaudy star on his hat”201 and his deputy. Bumbling but 
 
Ex. 3.16: Much Ado About Nothing, Cue 21 
 
 
effective, for in the course of the scene they succeed in detaining Don John’s 
minions, Borachio and Conrade, whom they march off stage to an appropriately 
comical “firing squad” riff from the snare drum (Cue 21 “Comic Drums,” Ex. 
3.16). 
In the next scene, Hero’s ladies are preparing her for her wedding as the 
orchestra plays “a salute to the marriage morn”,202 an alborado, with ascending 
arpeggi that suggest a reveille (Cue 22, Ex. 3.17). Wedding chimes (Cue 23, 
                                                        
201 Paul V. Beckley, “‘Much Ado About Nothing’ Given at Stratford, Conn.,” New York Herald 
Tribune, August 8, 1957. 
 
202 Thomson, “Music for Much Ado,” 94. 
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Ex. 3.17: Much Ado About Nothing, Cue 22 
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Ex. 3.18: Much Ado About Nothing, Cue 23 
 
 
Ex. 3.18), echoing melodic elements of the alborado, mark the scene 
transformation from Hero’s chamber to the patio, where wedding preparations 
are under way, supervised by Leonato. Dogberry and Verges enter for a bit of 
comic dialogue in the course of which their plans to interrogate their prisoners 
are relayed to Leonato and the audience; they exit. The wedding procession 
makes its formal entrance to a lively “Wedding Music,” a fandango alternating 
between double and triple meters (Cue 25, Ex. 3.19).203 Except for here and at the 
end, no music is used for this dramatic scene in which Claudio, before the very 
wedding altar, accuses Hero of infidelity based upon the malicious ruse of Don 
John and his men, whereupon chaos ensues. Don Pedro, Claudio, Don John and 
the rest exit, leaving behind Hero, who has fainted, Beatrice, Benedick, Leonato, 
                                                        
203 It is impossible from existing records to know precisely how the music was used here. Cue 24 
in the score is a single line, for bells, matching the bell part of Cue 25. It may have been that this 
solo bell part, as Cue 24, was played here, one or more times, before segueing directly into Cue 25 
for the entrance of the wedding party. See Ex. 3.20, below, and Footnote 210. 
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Ex. 3.19: Much Ado About Nothing, Cues 25 & 35 (possibly 26) 
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Ex. 3.19 (continued) 
 
 
and the Friar who was to have performed the marriage ceremony. At the Friar’s 
suggestion, Leonato, in his anguish, agrees to let it be known that Hero has died 
of shock and grief, so that either her reputation may be cleared or, if she is 
proved guilty in due course, she can be spirited away to a cloister. As the various 
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characters exit to put this plan into action, music is again heard, some variant of 
Cue 25 (to which are related both Cues 24 and 26, shown in Ex. 3.20, though 
 
Ex. 3.20: Much Ado About Nothing, Cues 24 & 26 
 
 
apparently none of these was used as written).204 
The final act opens with a typically Shakespearean low-comic scene in 
which Dogberry interrogates Borachio and Conrade. The habanera from the 
                                                        
204 Both script and score are unclear. My best guess is that a version of Cue 25 was used for Cue 
26. In his conductor’s score, Thomson wrote “25 = 26” and “Tpts. m[ute,] Fl. & Cl. enter on cue[,] 
Swell on cue.” The Hepburn promptbook merely says “Wedding Music reprise” to end the act. 
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overture to Act I is again heard on a lazy piano from a nearby saloon (Cue 26A, 
Ex. 3.15). A brief scene follows in which Benedick breaks his association with 
Don Pedro and, at Beatrice’s behest, challenges Claudio to a duel.205 
Borachio and Conrade are led on stage by Dogberry and his men to the 
same slapstick snare drum riff used previously (Cue 31; same as Cue 21, Ex. 
3.17). The truth about Hero’s virtue and Don John’s lies is revealed and Claudio 
submits himself to Leonato’s retribution. Leonato, maintaining the ruse that Hero 
is dead, demands that Claudio agree to marry his (fictional) niece, akin to Hero 
in every way. Another brief comic scene follows in which Benedick, lamenting 
his lack of skill at love, tries to invent a song for Beatrice (Cue 32, Ex. 3.21). She  
 
Ex. 3.21: Much Ado About Nothing, Cue 32 
  
                                                        
205 Two short musical cues, 28 and 29, appear to have been originally planned for this scene but 
then omitted in production. As the scene ends, a single ascending tritone, A to E flat, is sounded 
on chimes, Cue 30, the purpose of which is wholly obscure. 
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approaches to discover if he has done as she demanded and killed Claudio. 
When she learns that he has not, she refuses his advances. Ursula enters to tell 
them that the accusations against Hero have been proven false. 
 Even though Hero has been exonerated, Leonato, Beatrice, and Benedick 
continue their deception, presumably to teach Claudio and Don Pedro, 
consistently so quick to condemn her, a lesson. The stage directions for the 
funeral scene in the ASF script describe “[a] churchyard, before a sepulcher. 
Night.”206 Chimes (Cue 33A, Ex. 3.22) announce Hero’s funeral procession.  
 
Ex. 3.22: Much Ado About Nothing, Cue 33A 
Claudio reads a tribute to the “deceased” then calls for “a solemn hymn,” the 
second of Much Ado’s well-known and often-set songs, “Pardon, Goddess of the 
night” (Cue 34, Ex. 3.23). This Thomson put to a lovely “south of the border” 
melody with the simplest of accompaniment. The stage directions in the ASF 
script describe “Balthazar [Oberlin] and musicians” among the funeral 
procession that enters at the scene’s opening, but the Hepburn promptbook 
                                                        
206 ASF script of Much Ado About Nothing, 78. Box 49, MSS 29A, Virgil Thomson Papers, Yale. 
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Ex. 3.23: Much Ado About Nothing, Cue 34 
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Ex. 3.24: Much Ado About Nothing, Cue 33B 
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Ex. 3.24 (continued) 
 
indicates only “music: lutenist & solo.” In Thomson’s conductor’s score, in his 
own hand, a note after Cue 33A reads “Song in E flat, Then segue to” with an 
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arrow to Cue 33B (which is on the same page). However, both Cue 33B and the 
song as presented in the score are in B-flat major (though it does seem as though 
E flat would have been a better key in which for Oberlin to sing this doleful 
song). The song, inserted into Thomson’s conductor’s score as a loose page in his 
own hand, apparently little more than a sketch, was evidently not planned or 
even set when the score was originally copied. (Claudio’s public repentance at 
the sepulcher, along with this song, are often cut in performance, although these 
two portions do appear in the ASF version of the script, with no indication that 
they were added at some later date.207) Though not specified in the manuscript, 
the song’s simple accompaniment, consisting entirely of three- and four-note 
chords, would seem to have been intended for the solo lute, as the Hepburn 
promptbook confirms. For both the song and the funeral music that followed it, 
Thomson chose the major mode, eschewing the expected minor and the gloomy 
quality of a dirge in favor of a less lugubrious effect suitable both to the overall 
romantic-comic nature of the play and the pretense of the funeral itself.208 The 
                                                        
207 Zitner, ed., “Music, Song, and Dance,” 204. See also Cox, ed. Much Ado, 224. It appears from 
Thomson’s conductor’s score that the song had not been originally planned, but was inserted 
between Cues 33A and 33B after the script had been copied, photocopied, and bound. 
 
208 Long suggested that Shakespeare may have intended the song to function as “a ritualistic 
exorcism which drives away the last traces of the somber shadow that temporarily obscures the 
comic spirit of the play.” One can imagine that Thomson’s setting did just that, to some degree. 
Long, Shakespeare’s Use of Music, 133-34. 
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unusual ending of the song would have provided the perfect segue into the 
“Funeral Music” for muted trumpets, strings, and chime that follows (Cue 33B, 
Ex. 3.24), which may have underscored the brief dialogue concluding the scene, 
and which is essentially an instrumental reprise of the song.209 The musical effect 
is surprising and quite beautiful in both cases, but especially in the song since it 
is so unlike the usual settings of this lyric. Thomson hit upon a seemingly 
perfectly apt way to give “Pardon, Goddess of the night” and the whole funeral 
scene the “southwestern” flavor of the production concept, doing justice to the 
solemnity of the occasion and at the same time facilitating the transition to the 
festivity that follows. Such moments as this (and “Sigh no more, ladies”) are an 
especially clear testament to Thomson’s special skill at finding apt musical 
expression for complex dramatic—and theatrical—situations. 
 The stage directions for the next scene indicate that  
[t]he lugubrious moonlit air of the graveyard changes with 
unnatural suddenness into the festive gaiety of the Patio—lanterns, 
bright garlands and all. The entire staff is in audience as Leonato 
and Antonio enter with Benedick, the Friar, Beatrice[,] Margaret 
and Ursula, all dressed as for the wedding.210 
                                                                                                                                                                     
 
209 A note in Thomson’s hand next to his indication for Cue 36 in his working script reads “9 
measures twice.” Judging from the score, it is not clear what this meant. ASF script of Much Ado 
About Nothing, 79. Box 49, MSS 29A, Virgil Thomson Papers, Yale. 
 
210 Ibid. The omission of Hero’s name from this list must be a misprint in the ASF script, one 
which Thomson failed to note in his copy. Leonato’s daughter is, of course, indicated as entering 
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This is, of course, the wedding of Claudio to Leonato’s as yet unseen “niece” (the 
very much alive Hero, in disguise). We have no idea how much time is meant to 
have elapsed between the funeral and this festive scene; the phrase “with 
unnatural suddenness” in the stage directions seem to indicate an awareness of 
the bizarre improbability (not to mention impropriety) of the juxtaposition, and 
one imagines Houseman and Landau caused the actors to play the scene 
accordingly, emphasizing the discord between Hero’s presumed tragic demise 
and a wedding feast for the bridegroom whose lack of faith and fairness caused 
it—unless, of course, the entire crowd but Claudio is in on the ruse (which is a 
possibility). As the transformation from funeral to festival occurs, the sprightly 
fandango from the previous wedding scene returns (Cue 35, Ex. 3.20). Claudio 
enters with Don Pedro to fulfill his promise to marry Leonato’s niece. Antonio 
leads the masked Hero to Claudio, presenting her to him as his daughter and 
reminding him of his unconditional promise to marry her (hence the mask, 
ostensibly). As he does this, the music of Dance 1 returns (Cue 36, Ex. 3.5), this 
time with trumpets muted and flute and clarinet playing the melody in the upper 
                                                                                                                                                                     
with the rest in the standard text; without her, Leonato’s line “Well, daughter, and you 
gentlewomen all,/Withdraw into a chamber by yourselves” (5.4.10-11) makes little sense.  
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octave.211 Hero reveals herself, and Claudio and Don Pedro are understandably 
delighted (though no apologies are forthcoming). Benedick and Beatrice, with  
 
Ex. 3.25: Much Ado About Nothing, Cue 37A 
 
 
encouragement from the company, declare their love and the play ends with a 
fanfare for trumpets and snare drum (Cue 37A, Ex. 3.25), followed by general 
dancing to the reprise of the “Romantic Waltz” (Cue 37B, Ex. 3.10), this time with 
snare drum instead of bells. The Hepburn promptbook indicates that the 
waltzing is briefly interrupted by Don John and his cohorts being apprehended 
by Dogberry and his men as they attempt to skip town, followed by applause 
from the company and a return to dancing as the villains are lead, captive, off 
                                                        
211 Though Thomson’s working score contains all of Dances 1 and 2 at this point, it seems unlikely 
that so much music would be inserted at this juncture in the play, especially since the script gives 
no indication that the music continues for any extended length of time, or that any music at all is 
used beyond this point until the final curtain. 
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stage. 
For the curtain calls, the paso doble from the play’s opening was reprised 
by piccolo, clarinet, and snare drum, with the instruction “very fast” handwritten 
into Thomson’s score (Cue 37C, Ex. 3.2). Finally, the “Romantic Waltz” returns 
(with bells instead of snare drum, Cue 37D, Ex. 3.10) to conclude the 
performance; the word “re-waltz” handwritten into Thomson’s script suggests 
that perhaps the entire company resumed dancing following the bows, after the 
Elizabethan fashion. 
 For Much Ado, as for the rest of the ASF productions with which he was 
involved, Thomson provided music that is indeed straightforward, that speaks 
quickly, and takes “no time at all out of the play’s dramatic pacing.” Here 
Thomson the modernist deferred to Thomson the dramatist, the obliging 
collaborator, and the folklorist. Melodies, whether preexisting folk or popular 
tunes or newly-composed in a sympathetic style, seem generally apt and 
specifically evocative, though occasionally subtly unexpected as, for example, 
both songs in Much Ado, and the melancholy-but-not-lugubrious funeral music. 
The harmonic and rhythmic/metric aspects of the music are straightforward and 
traditional, in keeping both with the generally folk/popular nature of the pre-
existing material chosen, the requirements of the production, the necessity that 
266 
the music function as “scenery” without calling undue attention to itself, and 
Thomson’s singular “plain as Dick’s hatband” style. The orchestration is terse 
and skilled within the limits of the available resources and the demands of the 
show. Brooks Atkinson, reviewing the production for the New York Times, wrote 
that Thomson “has composed a beguiling score that begins with some Lone 
Ranger music [the paso doble?] and includes dainty madrigals [“Sigh no more, 
ladies” perhaps], sweet dance music and an enchanting overture to a 
wedding”—quite possibly the most words Atkinson ever devoted to theater 
music.212 Henry Hewes, writing for the Saturday Review, found the production 
“the most festive, and the most ‘American’ of the American Shakespeare Festival 
Theatre productions to date. [. . .] sunny and funny entertainment with no great 
harm done to a plot that has always seemed most arbitrary.” Of the music, he 
wrote: “Delightful Mexican melodies composed by Virgil Thomson relax the 
audience and predispose it for fun.”213 Like Hewes, Richard Watts Jr. of the New 
York Post found Thomson’s contribution “delightful.”214 Though she generally 
                                                        
212 Atkinson, “The Theatre: 'Much Ado'.” 
 
213 Henry Hewes, “Broadway Postscript: Much Ado on the Range,” Saturday Review (August 24, 
1957): 24. 
 
214 Richard Watts Jr., “Two on the Aisle: ’Much Ado’ in a Southwest Setting,” New York Post, 
August 8, 1957. 
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disliked the performance, McGlinchee, writing for the Shakespeare Quarterly, 
again singled out Oberlin (as she had in her review of The Merchant of Venice 
mentioned above): “Russell Oberlin ‘stopped the show’ with his superb singing 
of ‘Sigh no more, ladies’.” She goes on to ask rhetorically: “How could Music-
director [sic] Virgil Thompson reconcile with this exquisite Elizabethan lyric, the 
Mexican Hat Dance and ‘Oh ask of the stars, beloved’, romantically pretty in its 
place[?]”215 After Stratford, the ASF’s “indefatigably comic Tex-Mex 
production”216 toured to Philadelphia, Detroit, Cleveland, St. Louis, Washington, 
and Boston.217 Theater critics outside of New York, it seems, had more words 
(perhaps more space) to devote to music. J. Dorsey Callaghan, writing for the 
Detroit Free Press, felt that “[t]he music by Virgil Thomson [was] simple and 
effective in the Latin manner, but the songs retain the mood of Elizabethan 
days”.218 “Hardly needed in addition to the music of Shakespeare’s lines, but a 
highly gratifying bonus,” wrote Josef Mossman for The Detroit News “was the 
background score composed by Virgil Thomson and incorporating ‘La 
                                                        
215 McGlinchee, “Stratford, Connecticut,” 510. 
 
216 Zitner, ed., General Introduction, Much Ado, 68. 
 
217 Houseman/Landau, “The Birth of a Theatre,” 64. 
 
218 J. Dorsey Callaghan, “Much Ado about Nothing but the Best: Viva El Senor Shakespeare!” 
Detroit Free Press, January 15, 1958. 
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Golondrina,’ ‘Ya Voy Cayendo’ [sic] and other border tunes. There was also a 
song by Michael Borden as Balthasar [sic], the Elizabethan lyric with guitar 
accompaniment sounding strangely apt in the ranchhouse patio.”219 But not all 
the critics were quite so pleased: Arthur Spaeth of The Cleveland News felt that, of 
all the artists involved in the production’s unorthodox conception, “Mr. 
Thomson’s is the least-creative contribution.”220 
* * * 
 Thomson returned to Europe in 1958, though he did stay at Stratford 
“long enough to supervise the music he had composed for [Houseman’s] 
production of Leslie Howard’s Hamlet twenty years before.”221 Blitzstein was 
hired to do the other two productions that season (see Chapter Four). As the two 
previous contracts had, the Hamlet contract states that “the music written [. . .] 
hereunder shall not be copied [. . .] from any other musical composition”,222 
                                                        
219 Josef Mossman, “Ranch Setting for ‘Much Ado’: Shakespeare Goes Texan,” The Detroit News, 
January 15, 1958. “Ya Va Cayendo” was not among the tunes Thomson borrowed for his score, 
though it does bear melodic similarities to “La Golondrina.” Michael Borden evidently replaced 
Oberlin for the tour; similarly, a guitar player may have taken over the lute parts for the tour, or 
the reviewer may simply have assumed he was hearing guitar, given the play’s setting. To date, I 
have been unable to locate a printed program for the touring production. 
 
220 Arthur Spaeth, “Show Time,” Cleveland News, Tues., Feb. 4, 1958. 
 
221 Houseman, Final Dress, 132. 
 
222 Box 183, MSS 29A, Virgil Thomson Papers, Yale. 
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though in this case much of the musical material comes directly from the earlier 
version. There were, however, significant changes made. The revised score lists 
the instruments on its title page (which the earlier score does not):223 though no 
horn is included there, horn is occasionally indicated as an alternate instrument 
within the body of the score. Otherwise, the ensemble is considerably augmented 
in the later version, with the addition of flute, oboe, violin, cello, and bass to the 
original recorder, trumpets, bagpipe, and large array of percussion (2 players).224 
The text of the play-within-the-play, intoned to a simple melody in the original, 
is spoken over chordal accompaniment in the ASF version. What Thomson calls 
“Ophelia’s House Music” and a “Fortinbras March” are added in the later score, 
bits of both of which turn up in other places, adding an additional element of 
musical unity to that already achieved in the earlier production through 
                                                        
223 As noted above, it is virtually impossible to determine from existing records the exact 
instrumentation of the original production, especially with regard to the percussion. Thanks to 
the list of instruments on the title page of the ASF version, we can get a much clearer picture of 
the ensemble used there, though the printed program gives no credit for any bagpiper. 
Houseman wrote that since “the Festival [. . .] could afford only two bagpipers and kettledrum 
players instead of four, as scored, the full grandeur of the final funeral march was lost”. All 
existing documentary evidence, however, points to no more than one bagpiper for any 
production of Thomson’s Hamlet music. Houseman, Final Dress, 132; and Box 44, MSS 29A, Virgil 
Thomson Papers, Yale. 
 
224 The ASF score lists the following percussion: 2 kettledrums, snare drum, field drum, tom-tom, 
large tam-tam, bass drum, chimes (low A & E-flat), one pair extra-large cymbals, one pair 
hanging cymbals (symphony size), wind machine, thunder drum, small kettledrum for stage. 
(Gone are the toy instruments originally used for the play-within-the-play.) Box 44, MSS 29A, 
Virgil Thomson Papers, Yale. 
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consistency of the fanfare materials. The Gravedigger’s song and those of 
Ophelia are missing from the later score and it is unclear what either character 
sang in the later version. The New York Times review makes no mention of the 
music.225 Nor does Herbert Wittaker, reviewing for the Herald Tribune, though he 
does make cryptic reference to actor Inga Swenson’s “remarkable voice to sing 
Ophelia’s madness” and actor Ellis Rabb’s “fine singing tones” as the Player 
King. These remarks, coupled with his assessment of Fritz Weaver’s Hamlet as 
“not especially musical” merely accentuate the fact that, though theater 
reviewers, at least for Shakespeare, seem to love musical references, they pay 
little attention to the music itself.226 
 In a telegram dated March 17, 1959, Houseman wrote  
DEAR VIRGIL WHILE YOU HAVE BEEN THINKING IT OVER 
SO HAVE I AND I SINCERELY BELIEVE THAT OUR OLD AND 
ONCE BEAUTIFUL PROFESSIONAL RELATIONSHIP CAN 
ONLY SUFFER FROM A COLLABORATION UNDERTAKEN 
WITH SO MANY RESERVATIONS AS YOU HAVE ABOUT 
ROMEO AND JULIET SO LETS WAIT UNTIL ANOTHER TIME 
WHEN THERES [sic] MORE MONEY AND LESS REHEARSAL 
LOVE JOHN HOUSEMAN.227 
                                                        
225 Brooks Atkinson, “Theatre: Lean 'Hamlet'; Fritz Weaver Stars at Stratford, Conn.,” New York 
Times, June 21, 1958. 
 
226 Herbert Whittaker, “Players at Stratford, Conn., Give a Revival of ‘Hamlet’,” New York Herald 
Tribune, June 21, 1958. 
 
227 Box 183, MSS 29A, Virgil Thomson Papers, Yale. 
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Romeo and Juliet was produced at the ASF in 1959 with music by David Amram. 
Precisely what Thomson’s reservations were (presumably something to do with 
rehearsals and money) and whether Houseman’s comment about “our once 
beautiful professional relationship” hints at some strain brought on by their 
work together at the ASF we cannot know. After his work with Houseman at the 
ASF, Thomson was finally able to keep his vow “never again [to] write music for 
a Shakespeare play” (he never did).
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CHAPTER FOUR 
MARC BLITZSTEIN, ORSON WELLES & 
THE MERCURY THEATRE’S CAESAR 
 
Introduction 
“[M]usic in the theatre” Marc Blitzstein wrote “is a powerful, an almost 
immorally potent weapon. It will do things you would never dream of; it can be 
fantastically perfect for one scene; it can louse up another scene to an extent 
which is unbelievable. There is only one rule I know; follow your theatre 
instinct.”1 Blitzstein’s found his place in the theater, where his own theater 
instinct was often guided by strong political idealism, and where, at the very 
least, his work was guaranteed some degree of practical function beyond the “art 
for art’s sake” that he eventually came to disdain. He believed—like Brecht, 
Eisler, and Weill, all of whom clearly influenced his work—in the potential for 
art to effect meaningful social change, at the same time that he battled conflicting 
impulses about “bourgeois” versus “revolutionary” art and his own natural 
inclination toward complexity and experimentation versus mass appeal. Though 
he trained with Boulanger and Schoenberg, participated in the “proletarian” 
                                                        
1 Marc Blitzstein, “On Writing Music for the Theatre,” Modern Music 15/2 (January-February 
1938): 85. 
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music experiments of the 1930s,2 and admired the popular styles—and 
successes—of Gershwin, Berlin, Porter and other masters of Tin Pan Alley and 
Broadway,3 he came to believe that none of these idioms was in itself sufficient 
for the type of broadly accessible, widely marketable, yet sufficiently “epic” (in 
the Brechtian sense) work he envisioned as the vehicle for the sort of large-scale 
social effect he so committedly envisioned. “My field” he wrote “is musico-
dramatic, musico-lyrical [. . .] If I find myself tending in composition toward 
writing music [. . .] for the theater, for films, for radio and television, it is because 
I am a product of my time—and my time is one of urgency and direct 
communication in the arts.”4 While he considered popular forms and media 
potentially more effective tools for broader dissemination of his ideas than was 
possible via the concert hall or opera house (or political rally), he never gave 
himself entirely to the popular idiom. In none of his stage music, even that 
                                                        
2 For Blitzstein’s involvement with the Composers’ Collective of New York and the “mass-song 
style” of the 1930s, before his collaboration with Orson Welles skyrocketed him into the headlines 
and into the New York theater elite, see Carol J. Oja, “Marc Blitzstein’s ‘The Cradle Will Rock’ 
and Mass-Song Style of the 1930s,” Musical Quarterly 73/4 (1989): 445-75. 
 
3 For a nice description of Blitzstein as reluctant, and sometimes cagey, maker of popular songs, 
see Howard Pollack, Marc Blitzstein: His Life, His Work, His World (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2012), 150-51. 
 
4 Marc Blitzstein, untitled document, posted at John Jansson, The Marc Blitzstein Website, 
http://www.marcblitzstein.com/ (accessed June 7, 2015). At this website, the document is given 
the title “Credo” and labelled “New York, January 1948.” 
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written expressly for mainstream popular venues, did he fully abandon the 
musical experiments and complexities of his early training; and if he adopted 
some of the tools of popular media culture, his work suggests that he did so 
reservedly. 
Though many of the most important players of the twentieth-century 
American theater—including John Houseman, Orson Welles, Lillian Hellman, 
and others—clearly placed a great deal of trust in Blitzstein’s “theater instinct,” 
posterity has been equivocal about his place in the canon of American culture. 
On one hand, some consider him “in the same league with George Gershwin and 
Aaron Copland [. . .] an artistic genius who refused to sell out”; 5 on the other 
hand, he has been described as “a gifted musician, an able craftsman, a warm 
human being and a very smart man, caught, with his eyes wide open, in an era 
not his own [. . .] neither parochial nor a genius”.6 Leonard Bernstein called him 
“a crucial composer in the history of American Theatre music.”7 
One thing is certain: the theater captured Blitzstein’s imagination early on. 
                                                        
5 William S. Niederkorn, “Rocking the Cradle,” New York Times, December 14, 2012. 
 
6 Joan Peyser, “The Troubled Time of Marc Blitzstein,” Columbia University Forum: A Quarterly 
Journal of Fact and Opinion 9/1 (Winter 1966): 37. 
 
7 Leonard Bernstein to Richard Maltby, Jr., May 8, 1974, Box 64, Christopher Davis Collection, 
Howard Gottlieb Archival Research Center, Boston University, Boston, Massachusetts. 
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Among his earliest datable works is a score, fragmentary and much of it 
apparently in sketch form, consisting of four movements for violin, cello, and 
piano, titled Richard II Suite. He left nothing to indicate if this was conceived as 
concert music inspired by a personal response to Shakespeare’s Richard II, or if it 
was in some way associated with an actual production.8 According to Blitzstein 
biographer Eric Gordon, the first documented work by the composer to be 
publically performed was his score for a production of Leonid Andreyev’s 
political play King Hunger from 1924.9 A waltz (Scene II) and a “Macabre Dance” 
(Scene V), both for violin and piano, are all that survive of this music.10 Other 
                                                        
8 Below the title, the four movements are indicated as follows: “I [untitled], II Festival March, III 
Fall of Richard, IV Mad Scene”. The manuscript contains eight pages of music, some in fairly 
clean ink copy, others apparently only penciled sketches. Box 97, U.S. Mss. 35AN, The Papers of 
Marc Blitzstein, Wisconsin Historical Society (WHS). Pollack refers to this work as a 
“commission” but gives no further details to support this description, stating only that “the 
circumstances surrounding the Shakespeare production remain unknown” (Marc Blitzstein, 42, 
45-6). Following the manuscript, Lehrman designates these fragments as a suite and dates them 
1919-24. Leonard J. Lehrman, Marc Blitzstein: A Bio-Bibliography (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2005), 32, 
62, 158. The finding aid for the composer’s papers at the WHS dates the work c. 1922, presumably 
because “1922?” is penciled at the top of one of the pages of manuscript, apparently by Blitzstein 
himself at some later date (perhaps in the process of preparing his papers to be transferred to the 
WHS). 
 
9 Pollack notes that neither this, nor the Richard II Suite, made it on to an early list of completed 
works to which Blitzstein assigned opus numbers (Marc Blitzstein, 42, 45). 
 
10 It is unclear if what survives of this music is all that Blitzstein wrote for the production or if 
some parts have been lost. “Macabre Dance” is essentially a reuse of an even earlier piano work, 
“Fire Dance,” with the main melody given to the violin and the addition of castanets. Box, 32, 
Mss. 35AN, Marc Blitzstein Papers, WHS. The manuscript clearly contains music for two 
different scenes, notwithstanding Gordon’s statement that “[t]he only surviving music from this 
score is for the Public Square scene, a ‘macabre dance’ for violin and piano with castanets.” Eric 
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early dramatic works include the ballets Svarga (1925), Cain (1930), and the three 
related works Blessings of the Bath, Megalopolis, and Jigg-Saw (1926-27);11 a “ballet-
opera,” Parabola and Circula (1929); the short operas Triple Sec (1928) and The 
Harpies (1931); the “choral opera” The Condemned (1932); the musical comedy 
sketch Send for the Militia (written for the 1935 Broadway revue Parade); and the 
films Ha ̈nde: Das Leben und die Liebe eines zärtlichen Geschlechts (c. 1928),12 Surf and 
Seaweed (1931),13 and The Chesapeake Bay Retriever (1936).14  
                                                                                                                                                                     
Gordon, Mark the Music: The Life and Work of Marc Blitzstein (New York: St. Martin’s Press), 21. 
The fifth, six, and seventh pages of the manuscript as it is currently arranged at the WHS (the 
pages are loose and unnumbered) appear not to be part of the work at all; one is an unlabeled 
fragment for piano, the other two appear to be jottings of notes and ideas for solo cello. The WHS 
finding aid labels this work “unproduced,” presumably because of the sketch-like appearance (in 
pencil) of most of the pages. 
 
11 Pollack, Marc Blitzstein, 46. 
 
12 Directed by Stella Simon and Miklos Bandy, designed by Hans Richter who would later work 
with Paul Bowles. See Jennifer Wild, “Profile: Stella F. Simon,” Women Film Pioneers Project, 
https://wfpp.cdrs.columbia.edu/pioneer/ccp-stella-f-simon/ (accessed January 9, 2015). The film 
with Blitzstein’s score, performed by the composer, may be viewed here: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=izEKZ20-UWA (accessed June 7, 2015). 
 
13 This film was shown as part of the last of the famed Copland-Sessions concerts in New York, 
on March 15, 1931, on a program largely devoted to music and film, but also including Sessions’s 
music for the play The Black Maskers (1923), and Copland’s Music for the Theatre (1925). In addition 
to Hände, the program also presented several other short films, with scores by Colin McPhee and 
Darius Milhaud. See Carol J. Oja, “The Copland-Sessions Concerts and Their Reception in the 
Contemporary Press,” Musical Quarterly 65/2 (April 1979): 223. 
 
14 A copy of this film, long thought lost, was discovered in 2007, complete with its original 
soundtrack, and has recently been made available for purchase on DVD by the American 
Chesapeake Club. See Eric Gordon, “’The Chesapeake Bay Retriever’: A Shaggy Dog Mystery 
Story,” People’s World, December 1, 2014, http://www.peoplesworld.org/the-chesapeake-bay-
retriever-a-shaggy-dog-mystery-story/ (accessed January 9, 2015). 
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Although the role of collaborator never came as naturally to Blitzstein as 
to Thomson or Bowles—like Wagner before him and Sondheim after, his 
dramatic aims were so specific that early on he took to writing his own texts 
(with varying degrees of success)—by the time he began his most important and 
extended theatrical collaboration, with director-actor Orson Welles, he was adept 
at all the musico-dramatic media of his day and may even have tried his hand at 
Shakespeare. The first collaboration between Blitzstein and Welles, the 1937 
premiere of Blitzstein’s musical The Cradle Will Rock, has long been the stuff of 
legend: the government delay, the last-minute change of venue, the intrepid 
performers, the brilliant success. Welles, along with producer John Houseman, 
had had a dizzying string of recent hits with the FTP, including their provocative 
“voodoo” Macbeth of the previous year with the New York Negro Theatre Unit 
(music direction by Virgil Thomson, see Chapter Three), and their Project 891 
productions of Labiche’s farce Horse Eats Hat (music by Thomson and Paul 
Bowles, see Chapters Three and Five) and Marlowe’s The Tragical History of 
Doctor Faustus (music by Bowles, see Chapter Five). In fact, according to Welles 
                                                                                                                                                                     
    Another early work, which Lehrman dates to 1935, survives as a song for voice and piano 
called “War Department Manual, Volume 7, Part 3.” Pollack notes that it is labeled “film music” 
in one of Blitzstein’s own list of works, though Lehrman includes it under “Music & Sketches for 
Revues” in his bio-bibliography of Blitzstein (which, given the theatrical nature of the piece, 
seems reasonable). Lehrman, Bio-Bibliography, 67, 138; Pollack, Marc Blitzstein, 155; Gordon, Mark 
the Music, 131. 
 
278 
biographer Barbara Leaming, it was during the run of Horse Eats Hat that 
Blitzstein first approached the wunderkind director about producing Cradle.15 
“When I played it for Orson,” wrote the composer, “[h]e fell in love straight off 
and made me promise that no matter who should produce it, he would do the 
staging. I was happy to agree.”16 The rest is history: Cradle made Blitzstein 
famous and began not only a string of collaborations but a strong friendship and 
artistic partnership between director and composer.17 
After the problems with Cradle, Houseman and Welles left the FTP (Welles 
                                                        
15 Barbara Leaming, Orson Welles: A Biography (New York: Viking, 1985), 130. In his screenplay 
about the original production of The Cradle Will Rock, Welles took the artistic license to set his first 
meeting with Blitzstein against the more dramatically impressive (and perhaps personally 
significant) backdrop of a performance of Doctor Faustus, rather than Horse Eats Hat. See Orson 
Welles, The Cradle Will Rock: An Original Screenplay (Santa Barbara: Santa Teresa Press, 1994), 18-
20. 
 
16 Marc Blitzstein, “Out of the Cradle,” Opera News (February 13, 1960): 10. 
 
17 Many sources tell the early history of The Cradle Will Rock; see, for example, Simon Callow, 
Orson Welles: The Road to Xanadu (New York: Viking, 1995), 288-307; Gordon, Mark the Music, 123-
46; John Houseman, Run-through: A Memoir (New York: Viking, 1972), 242-81; Pollack, Marc 
Blitzstein, 150-194, and 525-6, note 1, where Pollack gives a more comprehensive list of sources. 
Blitzstein recorded his own recollection of the events as part of an album titled Mark Blitzstein 
Discusses His Theatre Compositions (Spoken Arts 717, 1956), which was transcribed after his death 
and published in the New York Times (Marc Blitzstein, “As He Remembered It: The Late 
Composer’s Story of How ‘The Cradle,’ Began Rocking,” April 12, 1964). In 1960, he published a 
similar recollection in Opera News (Blitzstein, “Out of the Cradle”). Welles wrote a screen play 
(the last he completed before his death, never filmed) about the events, in which Blitzstein, of 
course, figures prominently; Welles, The Cradle Will Rock: An Original Screenplay. The events were 
dramatized in the Tim Robbins film Cradle Will Rock (Touchstone Pictures, 1999). Richard France 
gives an interesting alternate reading of the situation surrounding the Cradle premiere in Richard 
France, The Theatre of Orson Welles (Cranbury, NJ: Associated University Presses, 1977), 99-104. 
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quit, Houseman was fired) to form the Mercury Theatre.18 In a letter to theater 
critic Burns Mantle dated October 13, 1937, Houseman expressed his belief that 
the new undertaking was “in a sense continuing the work we began [with the 
FTP]. We believe that with the Mercury we are launching a real people’s theatre 
in New York, by which we mean a theatre at which the public may see exciting 
productions of great plays at prices easily within their reach”,19 an ideology no 
doubt appealing to a composer of Blitzstein’s populist political proclivities. To 
inaugurate their newly-formed company, capitalizing on the successes of Cradle 
and their earlier Macbeth, Welles and Houseman conceived another avant-garde 
production with a powerful and timely political message: Shakespeare’s Julius 
Caesar adapted as a modern-dress allegory for the fascist regimes that were rising 
with alarming speed and virulence across Europe at the time, aspects of which 
many found reason to fear domestically, too. Blitzstein was enlisted to write the 
music. 
That he and Welles both still matter cannot be denied: two major 
                                                        
18 Gordon writes that Blitzstein came up with the name for the new company (Mark the Music, 
157). Houseman wrote that the name came from the title of a magazine in Welles’s home, 
presumably The American Mercury. John Houseman, Unfinished Business: Memoires 1902-1988 
(New York: Applause Theatre Books, 1989), 141. 
 
19 John Houseman to Burns Mantle, October 13, 1937, Box 5, Welles Mss., Lilly Library, Indiana 
University, Bloomington, Indiana. 
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biographies of Blitzstein have been written, the most recent published in 2012, 
and Welles’s remarkable work continues to generate new scholarship.20 This 
chapter examines their collaborations after Cradle, located within the context of 
the composer’s larger body of dramatic work and drawing upon existing 
biographical sources, as well as the papers of the two men, and others. It 
concludes with a detailed musical reconstruction and analysis of the Mercury 
Theatre’s groundbreaking Shakespearean adaptation, Caesar. 
 
Blitzstein the Dramatist and the Blitzstein-Welles Collaboration 
Between the premiere of The Cradle Will Rock in June of 1937 and the year-
end opening of Caesar, the film The Spanish Earth, a semi-documentary about the 
Spanish Civil War, directed by Joris Ivens, had its premiere. Blitzstein and Virgil 
Thomson assembled the film’s soundtrack from existing recordings of Spanish 
                                                        
20 Both biographies of Blitzstein, Eric Gordon’s Mark the Music: The Life and Work of Marc Blitzstein, 
and Howard Pollack’s Marc Blitzstein: His Life, His Work, His World, are excellent and in many 
ways complementary, the latter especially remarkable in the present context for its detailed 
consideration of Blitzstein’s music for spoken dramas, the only biography of its kind that I have 
encountered to place such an emphasis on spoken-dramatic music. In the present study, I have 
attempted to expand upon and complement Pollack’s coverage of these scores and productions 
wherever possible. Leonard Lehrman’s bio-bibliography of Blitzstein is the third major scholarly 
work devoted to Blitzstein’s art. Regarding recent Welles scholarship, see, for example, Simon 
Callow, Orson Welles: One-Man Band ([New York?]: Viking, 2016); Josh Karp, Orson Welles’s Last 
Movie: The Making of ‘The Other Side of the Wind’ (New York: St. Martin’s, 2015). 2015 marked the 
hundredth anniversary of Welles’s birth. Recent articles in the popular press include two by Alex 
Ross: “The Shadow: A Hundred Years of Orson Welles,” New Yorker, December 7, 2015; and 
“Orson Welles, Musician,” New Yorker, December 7, 2015. 
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folk music (much of it, according to Thomson, from Paul Bowles’s personal 
collection). Welles originally read the narration that Ernest Hemingway wrote for 
the film, though both author and director are said to have been dissatisfied with 
Welles’s reading and eventually Hemingway rerecorded the lines himself.21 Also 
that year Blitzstein directed a revue-style multimedia show for the Communist 
Party at Madison Square Garden called One Sixth of the Earth, and provided a 
musical sketch entitled “F. T. P. (Federal Theatre Project) Plowed Under” for 
Harold Rome’s leftist Broadway revue Pins and Needles, parodying the by-then-
infamous government interference to which the original production of Cradle had 
been subjected. Gordon notes that Pins and Needles opened the same night as a 
second run of Cradle, both while Caesar was still playing, giving Blitzstein three 
New York shows running simultaneously at that time.22 
In early 1938, Blitzstein’s one-act “song-play” or “radio opera” I’ve Got the 
                                                        
21 See Pollack, Marc Blitzstein, 196. The list of artists in one way or another involved with this 
project is impressive: in addition to Ivens, Blitzstein, Welles, Hemingway, Thomson, and Bowles, 
Archibald MacLeish, Lillian Hellman, and Dorothy Parker helped raise the funds to send Ivens 
and his crew to Spain, where they were joined by John Dos Passos. I call it a semi-documentary 
because some of the scenes were dramatic reconstructions; Thomson called it “completely 
documentary,” a description no doubt meant to reflect the fact that the music was not composed, 
but pre-existing and genuine folk music; see Virgil Thomson, Virgil Thomson (New York: Alfred 
A. Knopf, 1967), 274. Not surprisingly, no credit is given in the film to any musicians other than 
Thomson and Blitzstein. See Film Reference, “The Spanish Earth,” Film Reference, 
http://www.filmreference.com/Films-So-St/The-Spanish-Earth.html (accessed July 22, 2014); and 
Pollack, Marc Blitzstein, 195-8. 
 
22 Gordon, Mark the Music, 160-1. 
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Tune was staged as part of a benefit concert for the journal New Masses, a 
program that included works by Bowles, Copland, Eisler, Engel, North, Harold 
Rome, Thomson, and others; Count Basie was among the performers. Welles 
served as master of ceremonies for the evening and, Pollack suggests, may have 
actually directed I’ve Got the Tune for the event, an hypothesis supported by the 
fact that the Mercury presented a staged version of the work a few weeks later.23 
Commissioned the previous year by the Columbia Broadcasting Corporation, the 
work was aired in October of 1937 with Bernard Hermann conducting a cast that 
included Lotte Lenya in her American radio debut (as “The Suicide”) and Shirley 
Booth (who would later perform the title role in the premiere of Blitzstein’s 
musical Juno) as Beetzie. Welles, to whom the work is dedicated, was originally 
slated to play the lead, Mr. Musiker24; when he withdrew shortly before the 
broadcast, Blitzstein himself stepped into the role, to critical acclaim.25 
 Meanwhile, Welles, Houseman, and their new theater company—often 
                                                        
23 Pollack, Marc Blitzstein, 204. 
 
24 Gordon, Mark the Music, 156; Pollack is less specific, suggesting that Welles’s involvement in 
the project never got to the stage of publicity announcements (Marc Blitzstein, 203). 
 
25 Gordon, Mark the Music, 152-7; Pollack, Marc Blitzstein, 199-205. Blitzstein’s work came right at 
the start of a spate of operas/musical plays written expressly for radio, the best known and most 
durable of which is Menotti’s The Old Maid and the Thief, which had its premiere in 1938, the year 
after Blitzstein’s. 
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including Blitzstein—operated at a fevered pitch, with multiple productions in 
rehearsal simultaneously, variously announced, delayed, replaced, and 
performed in repertory. For their second-season opener, an adaptation of 
William Gillette’s 1894 farce Too Much Johnson was originally planned, in a 
production that experimented with the incorporation of filmed episodes—some 
including Blitzstein in various crowd scenes26—into a Keystone-esque slapstick 
comedy for which Bowles wrote music (see Chapter Five). But the production 
was so poorly received in try-outs—minus the film component and Bowles’s 
score, but with Blitzstein apparently improvising at the piano27—that it was 
dropped and replaced by the play originally slated to run in repertory with it, an 
English version of Georg Büchner’s 1835 play Danton’s Death. For this 
production, “the first English presentation in America of this powerful play of 
                                                        
26 Pollack, Marc Blitzstein, 215. Higham writes that “Marc Blitzstein played a French barber.” 
Charles Higham, Orson Welles: The Rise and Fall of an American Genius (New York: St. Martin’s 
Press, 1985), 118. Higham’s assertion may be based upon an article from the period in Stage 
magazine about the filming of the sequences for Johnson, which includes a picture of Blitzstein 
carrying a large trunk over his head, with a caption that reads: “Several celebrities appear in the 
film playing low types of the period. Here is the author of The Cradle Will Rock, Marc Blitzstein, 
who, although anonymous, insists that he is portraying a French barber. Mr. Blitzstein, we think, 
is not only an outstanding musician and composer, but an excellent comedian as well. The most 
energetic of the extras, he appears practically all the time.” A second picture in the same spread 
shows Blitzstein sitting in what appears to be an open carriage looking quite tonsorial. N.a., 
“Metro-Goldwyn-Mercury,” Stage (n.d.): 30-31. 
 
27 Callow, The Road to Xanadu, 386. 
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the French Revolution,”28 Blitzstein was engaged to write music. 
According to what appears to be a draft of a press release entirely devoted 
to the production’s music—an unusual document perhaps intended to capitalize 
on Blitzstein’s new-found celebrity, and apparently conveying his own ideas—
the composer considered “the assignment to prepare music for ‘Danton’s Death’ 
an unusual one. His task was not simply to provide music with a distinct flavor 
of the period. It was also to have something of the mood [. . .] of a German 
playwright who wrote some fifty years after Danton’s death.”29 The work is 
scored for clarinet, trumpet (both in B flat), percussion including “traps” (so 
labeled in the score: snare drum, bass drum, and cymbal) and bells, spinet,30 two 
solo singers, and chorus. A solo song, “Ode to Reason,”31 recalls “the hymns 
                                                        
28 Press Department (Henry Senber?), “’Danton’s Death’ to Inaugurate Mercury’s Second 
Repertory Season,” The Mercury: A Weekly Bulletin of Information Concerning the Mercury Theatre, 
America’s Popular Priced Repertory, n.d., Box 6, Welles Mss., Lilly Library, Indiana University. 
 
29 Senber, untitled publicity draft, Box 6, Welles Mss., Indiana University. To date, I have been 
unable to determine if this document was, in fact, ever released to the press or published 
anywhere at the time. 
 
30 Blitzstein’s manuscript score and the program for the production both indicate the keyboard 
instrument as a spinet, a nonspecific term that could indicate a keyboard with a plucking 
mechanism like a harpsichord, or simply a small piano. Though Lehrman indicates that the score 
includes piano, someone, possibly Blitzstein, has written “harpsichord” in red at the beginning of 
one copy of “Ode to Reason” among Blitzstein’s papers at the WHS. 
 
31 Mezzo-soprano Muriel Smith recorded this song in 1948, with Blitzstein at the piano. The 
recording was released on an LP on the Concert Hall label, titled Marc Blitzstein: Songs for the 
Theater. Lehrman indicates its release date as 1948-50 (Lehrman, Bio-Bibliography, 110). 
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against the reign of kings which were popular during one phase of the 
[Revolutionary] period.”32 A duet, “Christina” (aka “Ho, Christina!”), with 
chorus, is “a lively number about a soldier and a woman named Christina, which 
was inspired by a reference to a song about Christina in the Buchner [sic] text.33 
Although [it is] in the spirit of the uninhibited street songs of the day, it also has 
some of the elements of a modern hit song.”34 A chorus, “Carmagnole,” 
Blitzstein’s version of a popular tune of the Revolution, is described as “an 
almost literal translation of a blood-curdling song and dance which was 
performed in the streets as the tumbrils rolled.”35 The same tune serves as the 
                                                                                                                                                                     
 
32 Senber, untitled publicity draft, Box 6, Welles Mss., Indiana University. 
 
33 A draft of what appears to be another press release authored by the Mercury’s press agent 
Henry Senber has this to say about the spelling of Büchner’s name: “Another etymological 
controversy [. . .] now hovers over the Mercury Theatre’s production of ‘Danton’s Death.’ It is not 
the title that is in dispute [. . .] but the proper English spelling of the author’s name. In the 
original German it is spelled Büchner, with an umlaut over the ‘u.’ According to several German 
scholars who have written to the Mercury, the correct English approximation of this would be 
‘Buechner.’ However, when the play was presented by Reinhardt at the Century Theatre in 1927, 
the Times, the Herald-Tribune, the Daily News, the Post, and the Morning Telegraph spelled it 
just plain “Buchner’ with nary an umlaut, but the World, Sun, American and Journal made it 
‘Buechner.’ The Mercury Theatre bows to the majority opinion and is billing ‘Danton’s Death’ as 
the work of Georg Buchner.” Clear evidence of the company’s creative use of even the most 
minor means to generate publicity, this peculiar orthographical incident may also hint at the 
“middle way” the Mercury sought to negotiate between high culture and popular accessibility. 
Henry Senber, untitled publicity draft, Box 6, Welles Mss., Indiana University. 
 
34 Senber, untitled publicity draft, Box 6, Welles Mss., Lilly Library, Indiana University. 
 
35 Ibid. 
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basis for an instrumental interlude for clarinet, muted trumpet, and keyboard 
(presumably the same spinet used in the rest of the cues, though “pianoforte” is 
indicated at the beginning of the part), with an untexted vocal line.36 Another 
popular tune from the Revolutionary period, “Ah! Ça ira,” Blitzstein set for 
unison chorus accompanied by trumpet and snare drum, which segues to a solo 
“Spinet Piece” in Classical style complete with Alberti bass and trills, probably 
used under dialogue following the chorus section. A brief instrumental cue titled 
“Distant Hurdy-Gurdy” and a four-measure excerpt from the “Spinet Piece” 
complete the score.37 An especially interesting musical aspect of this production, 
to judge from the above-quoted publicity draft, is its use of what was advertised 
as “the original version” of the Marseillaise “found by composer Marc Blitzstein 
[. . .] in the files of the New York Public Library, of all places.”38 According to the 
composer, the earlier version “is very different both in the spirit of the 
accompaniment and its melodic transitions. [. . .] The Marseillaise that we know 
                                                        
36 Notwithstanding the curious indication of “pfte” (pianoforte) at the beginning of the keyboard 
part in this number, it seems fair to assume that this was played on the spinet like the rest but, 
since none of the instrumentalists are credited in the show’s program, I cannot say for sure. 
 
37 The manuscript score (or scores) for Danton are split between Box 90, U.S. Mss. 35AN, Marc 
Blitzstein Papers, WHS, which contains mainly the vocal parts; and Oversize Folder 6, Welles 
Mss., Lilly Library, Indiana University, which contains mainly the instrumental parts and full 
score, with very little overlap between the two collections. 
 
38 Senber, untitled publicity draft, Box 6, Welles Mss., Lilly Library, Indiana University. 
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has been aggrandized, brassed up. The original, which was first called ‘Chanson 
de Guerriers Marsellois,’ was quite military but it also had a Mozartian quality 
which has been lost through the years.”39 
Gordon writes that Welles sometimes failed to attend Danton rehearsals 
and occasionally left Blitzstein and the stage manager to handle the crowd scenes 
(something he had done in Caesar, too),40 perhaps because he was busy with his 
weekly radio show The Mercury Theatre on the Air, which broadcast its (in)famous 
War of the Worlds program on October 30th of that year, just days before Danton 
opened. The composer, in turn, demanded revisions to the script for political 
reasons.41 When the show did finally open, the reviews were mixed. Brooks 
Atkinson felt that it provided “further proof of [Welles’s] power, and endows the 
Mercury Theatre with the same vitality it had last season”; of the music, he wrote 
that “some wry songs and musical bars composed by Marc Blitzstein,” along 
                                                        
39 Ibid. A manuscript of this “original” melody, in Blitzstein’s hand, is held in Box 90, U.S. Mss. 
35AN, Marc Blitzstein Papers, WHS. Pollack states that the English text is also Blitzstein’s 
translation (Marc Blitzstein, 533n57). 
 
40 Gordon, Mark the Music, 172. 
 
41 Pollack provides an excellent description of the production in general, including the music, as 
well as the political controversy (Marc Blitzstein, 216-17). Gordon gives a complementary account 
(Mark the Music, 171-3). See also Houseman, Unfinished Business, 189-90. It would be interesting to 
analyze this production, and Blitzstein’s music, in light of the infamous purges by Stalin then 
taking place in the U.S.S.R. 
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with the sets, lighting, and other effects, “envelope the drama in the brabble of 
men on the loose with murder in their hearts.” But Ruth McKenney of New 
Masses—a publication to which Blitzstein himself, and his wife, Eva Goldbeck, 
would contribute frequently—found the production “like every Mercury Theatre 
production [. . .] startling and provocative” but ultimately “dull as ditch water 
and completely muddled,” notwithstanding Blitzstein’s music, which, she wrote, 
“I liked enormously. ‘Christine’ [sic] is a fine song and ought to be heard 
frequently around town.”42 Reviewing the show for Modern Music, John Gutman 
pronounced “[t]he songs [. . .] competent, Christina [sic] more so than the other. 
The apparent discrepancy between their modernity, and the ‘period’ style of the 
instrumental pieces creates a kind of ironic high-lighting. This stream-lined 
production—quick, dry, and a little colorless—would I think have gained by a 
more ample score.”43 Blitzstein’s contract stipulates 1½% of the box office up to 
$5,000 per week, 2% from $5,000 to $7,000, and 2½% over $7,000,44 according to 
which terms he must have made next to nothing on Danton, since it closed after 
only twenty-one performances. 
                                                        
42 Ruth McKenney, “Sights and Sounds: Big Themes in the Theater,” New Masses (November 15, 
1938): 28. 
 
43 John Gutman, Modern Music 16/1 (November-December, 1938), 57. 
 
44 Contract dated November 14, 1938, Box 33, U.S. Mss. 35AN, Marc Blitzstein Papers, WHS. 
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At the same time, plans were underway for a new production of John 
Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi. In his autobiography, Thomson wrote that 
“Welles was uncertain if I should write the music, or Marc Blitzstein, with whom 
he had gone all chummy and political since directing The Cradle Will Rock and 
who had composed him a neat score for The Mercury Theatre’s antifascist, 
modern-dress Julius Caesar.”45 One can imagine Houseman inclining toward his 
old friend and long-time collaborator Thomson, by now adept at giving the team 
what it wanted, and Welles favoring Blitzstein, his new mentor, comrade, and 
fellow provocateur in the theater. In the end, Thomson wrote, “I won by taking 
Orson and his wife to a blowout at Sardi’s, with oysters and champagne, red 
meat and Burgundy, dessert and brandy, before he pulled himself into his canvas 
corset playing Brutus. ‘You win,’ he said. ‘The dinner did it.’”46 Bribery 
notwithstanding, the production was scrapped before a note was written. 
 The following year, 1939, Blitzstein provided three short songs for an 
adaptation of Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night as part of The Mercury Text Record 
Productions (or simply Mercury Text Records) series, presented, according to 
fliers from the time, by a subsidiary agency of the Mercury Theatre called The 
                                                        
45 Thomson, Virgil Thomson, 281 
 
46 Ibid. 
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Mercury Theatre of the Classroom.47 Also among the director’s papers is a 
manuscript of the songs, in Blitzstein’s hand, dated June 11, 1938. All are simple 
strophic settings for voice and guitar.48 The recording begins with a scene-setting 
introduction read by Welles, through which can be made out Blitzstein’s setting 
of Feste’s “When that I was a little tiny boy,” moved from the end of the original 
play and sung (poorly) by Broadway veteran LeRoi Operti as the clown. This is a 
charming little modified strophic setting of the first, second, and fourth strophes 
of Shakespeare’s lyric, reminiscent of the popular tunes of the playwright’s day. 
Snippets from the final phrase, as if sung by Shakespeare himself, are used to 
segue to what Pollack describes as “an imaginary conversation between 
Shakespeare and his most famous actor, Richard Burbage, an idea possibly 
derived from Blitzstein’s I’ve Got the Tune,”49 a conversation that cleverly serves 
                                                        
47 “Mercury Theatre of the Classroom” promotional materials, Twelfth Night (1938), Box 25, 
Richard Wilson-Orson Welles Papers, Special Collections Library, University of Michigan. The 
series also includes recordings of Welles’s version of Julius Caesar (without music), The Merchant 
of Venice (with music by Elliot Carter), and Macbeth (with music by Bernard Herrmann), though 
only the first derived from a stage production. Gordon, Mark the Music, 158; Pollack, Marc 
Blitzstein, 215. Several of the Mercury recordings are available on CD as part of the Plays & Poets 
series on the Pearl label. 
 
48 Gordon (Mark the Music, 159) and Lehrman (Bio-Bibliography, 62) both state that the score is lost; 
Pollack, in his fine description of the recording and its music, makes no mention of a score, but 
seems to follow the other two in assigning the accompaniment to the lute (Marc Blitzstein, 214-15). 
The guitar player on the recording is named in the above-mentioned flier as Julius Wexler. 
 
49 Pollack, Marc Blitzstein, 215. 
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to introduce the main characters of the play while placing its writing and 
premiere in colorful historical context. Welles then sets the scene for the opening 
of the drama to the strains of Blitzstein’s “Come Away,” (“Come away, come 
away, Death,” moved here from 2.4 in Shakespeare’s original)50 which serves to 
elicit Orsino’s famous opening line, “If music be the food of love, play on!” 
Blitzstein specifically indicated “The dying fall!” in his score during the 
instrumental interlude between verses, intended to motivate the Duke’s line 
“That strain again! It had a dying fall” (though, unfortunately, George Coulouris, 
playing the Duke on the recording, fails to wait long enough, so that he has all 
but finished the line before the musical gesture meant to elicit it is heard). This is 
an exquisite little setting reminiscent of a traditional English ballad in the guise 
of a lute song, full of poignant chromaticism and slippery, unexpected 
harmonies. Blitzstein’s no-doubt-intentionally banal and clumsy setting of “O, 
Mistress mine,” entitled “What is Love” in the score, opens Act 2, Scene 1 
(moved from 2.3).51 The audio play ends with a full reprise of “When that I was a 
little tiny boy,” now in its proper place, before an epilogue (with clear 
                                                        
50 The recording omits the instrumental prelude before the second verse. 
 
51 A few other snippets of melody are heard sung by various characters on the recording, none of 
which are in the manuscript score so that I cannot verify if they are Blitzstein. 
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pedagogical intent, in keeping with the “classroom” aims of the series) provides 
a brief but compelling reception history of the play and the whole thing ends 
with a final reprise of the last line of Blitzstein’s song. 
 In 1940, Blitzstein returned to the medium of film for the first time since 
The Spanish Earth (1937), to score the documentaries Valley Town: A Study of 
Machines and Men52 and the Native Land.53 The following year saw the long-
awaited premiere of his next major work, No for an Answer, a typically 
Blitzsteinian hybrid of pro-labor Broadway-style musical and experimental 
opera, and a sort of sequel to Cradle. Although, according to Gordon, No for an 
Answer was originally slated for the Mercury, and Welles was reportedly 
enthusiastic about the work, he and his company left for Hollywood to begin 
work on Citizen Kane before any production was mounted, leaving the composer 
to look elsewhere for funding and performing forces.54 Around the same time, 
                                                        
52 The short film (running time approximately 25 minutes), which had its premiere in 1941, was 
recalled after its initial release and reedited, presumably for political reasons (see Pollack, Marc 
Blitzstein, 246-47); the reedited version may be seen here: 
https://archive.org/details/ValleyTo1940. The original version is held at the Museum of Modern 
Art in New York. 
 
53 Native Land (running time approximately 1.5 hours) had its premiere in 1942. The entire film, 
with Blitzstein’s music, may be viewed here: 
http://www.veoh.com/watch/v20623284dyJB9c35?h1=Native+Land . Gordon notes that Paul 
Robeson narrated the film and sang Blitzstein’s songs, Henry Brant assisted with the 
orchestration, and Lehman Engel conducted (Mark the Music, 212-13). 
 
54 Gordon, Mark the Music, 174; Pollack, Marc Blitzstein, 234-39. 
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Blitzstein appears to have been working on three operas simultaneously, Nine 
Day Wonder, The Happy Family, and The New York Opera, the last a commission 
from the League of Composers. Apparently, none of these works was completed 
or performed and nothing appears to have survived to clarify if they were 
related or why none came to completion.55 
 In 1942, Blitzstein wrote music, text, and script for the film Night Shift, 
directed by Garson Kanin, though the project was abandoned incomplete.56 
Before joining the United States Air Force that same year, he worked on two 
weekly radio shows with clear political overtones, Russia is Singing and Labor for 
Victory, both of which included music, mainly songs.57 While stationed in London 
from 1942-45 as part of film director William Wyler’s Air Force entertainment 
unit, he worked on various projects, including another with Kanin, a 
documentary film entitled The True Glory, which, according to Gordon and 
                                                                                                                                                                     
 
55 Lehrman indicates that these works are, in fact, somehow related (p. 68) though without 
specifics, and neither Gordon (Mark the Music, 272) nor Pollack (Marc Blitzstein, 279) manages to 
clarify the situation. 
 
56 Gordon, Mark the Music, 215-16; Lehrman, Bio-Bibliography, 61; Pollack, Marc Blitzstein, 254-7. 
 
57 Gordon (Mark the Music, 219-20, 222-23) and Pollack (Marc Blitzstein, 257-60) provide 
complementary descriptions of what survives of Blitzstein’s contributions to these programs. 
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Lehrman, ended up using none of the music the composer wrote for it.58 Also 
begun in London, but not completed till after his return to the U.S., The Airborne 
Symphony, in its day the most widely-performed of Blitzstein’s large concert 
works, featured Welles in the part of the Monitor (narrator) at its 1946 premiere, 
under the baton of Leonard Bernstein.59 Two collaborations with choreographer 
Jerome Robbins during this period, the musical Goloopchick (1945) and the ballet 
that would ultimately be titled Show (1946) never made it to the stage.60 
 Late in 1946, Blitzstein provided the second-act source music for the 
premiere of Lillian Hellman’s play Another Part of the Forest, a prequel to her 1939 
The Little Foxes. This was, of course, the beginning of the inspiration for what 
would become the composer’s most enduring dramatic work, his opera Regina. 
                                                        
58 Gordon, Mark the Music, 263; Lehrman, Bio-Bibliography, 43, 381. Pollack believes some of the 
music in the film, though uncredited, may actually be Blitzstein’s (Marc Blitzstein, 277) and 
reports that the composer made a symphonic suite entitled Sound Track from parts of the unused 
film score. Neither Gordon nor Lehrman mentions Sound Track though Gordon does make 
intriguing reference to a work, Movie Music (Suite), listed under Blitzstein’s authorship in the 1977 
ASCAP Symphonic Catalog (Mark the Music, 263n). A search of Blitzstein’s name at the ASCAP 
website turns up no such title. 
 
59 Welles and Bernstein later recorded the work for Columbia Masterworks. At the top of the title 
page of a copy of the Airborne script among Blitzstein’s papers is written “Orson Welles’s copy 
(Ap[r.] 1-2, 1946)”; below that, in a different hand, “This copy used by Zachary Scott Dec. 17-18-
1953 50th Anniversary of Flight” and “Also used by Tyrone Power (May 4, 1953),” suggesting that 
all three of the famous Hollywood actors who took the part of the Monitor while Blitzstein lived 
worked from the same script. Box 32, U.S. Mss. 35AN, Marc Blitzstein Papers, WHS. 
 
60 Alternate titles included Theatre Piece, Show Window, Show Model, June Bride, and Incident. 
Lehrman, Bio-Bibliography, 66. 
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Blitzstein and Hellman were old friends and fellow political activists since the 
days of The Spanish Earth. The composer’s contract dictates that he “compose 
original music for the production [. . .] and [. . .] select music from classical 
compositions for use in connection with our production and presentation of this 
play,” for which he would receive a fee of $750.61 Hellman herself directed. A 
photocopy of a note in Blitzstein’s hand among his papers reads: 
I: pp. 53-55: For Marcus’ composition, arrange and expand the 
“Urbs Beata Jerusalem” chorale, 13th century (anon.) as found in my 
old Richer “Composition” book, and which has haunted me since I 
was twelve. 
 
II: (Start with a tune-up.) pp. 56-64: use Divertimento (D major?) for 
Violin, Viola, Cello—Leopold Mozart.62 
 
Though Blitzstein’s score is lost, a few more details can be deduced from his 
working script, which indicates a total of three music cues. The first is just a few 
notes played by Lavinia on the harpsichord near the beginning of Act 2. A little 
later in the act, a second cue—a trio, meant to have been composed by Marcus 
(one imagines Blitzstein must have winced at the character’s name)—serves as 
unseen source music to underscore a conversation between Regina, Ben, and 
                                                        
61 Max Allentuck to Marc Blitzstein, October 18, 1946, Box 33, U.S. Mss. 35AN, Marc Blitzstein 
Papers, WHS. 
 
62 Box 33, U.S. Mss. 35AN, Marc Blitzstein Papers, WHS. This appears to be a copy of the title 
page of a published version of the script, though the script was not published till 1947, the year 
after the premiere, so the exact source and implications of this document are unclear. 
 
296 
eventually Lavinia in the middle of the act (indications for the beginning and 
ending points of the music are incorporated into the stage directions). Hellman’s 
obsequious musician Penniman describes it pretentiously as “[c]lose to 
Buxtehude [. . .] or the Netherland Contrapuntalists.”63 This would have been 
Blitzstein’s arrangement of “Urbs Beata Jerusalem,” identified in the 1982 
Episcopal Hymnal as “plainsong, Mode 2, Nevers MS., 13th cent,” commonly 
known in English as “Blessed city, heavenly Salem.”64 This cue, to judge by 
references in the play’s dialogue, was played by two violins and a cello.65 
Only a few lines of unaccompanied dialogue separate the end of the 
second cue from the beginning of the third. At this point, Hellman’s stage 
directions in Blitzstein’s working script state that “[t]he musicians tune up. Then, 
Marcus, Penniman and Jugger begin to play.” The stage directions continue 
parenthetically: “(I [Hellman] am omitting here the exact musical selection 
because its length will have to coincide with the action on stage. But it will 
                                                        
63 Lillian Hellman, Another Part of the Forest, in Lillian Hellman, Collected Plays (Boston: Little, 
Brown and Co., 1972), 355. 
 
64 Episcopal Church, The Hymnal 1982: According to the Use of the Episcopal Church (New York: 
Church Hymnal Corp., 1985), n. 519. 
 
65 Box 33, U.S. Mss. 35AN, Marc Blitzstein Papers, WHS. Although the score is now apparently 
lost, four measures of this cue were reproduced in May Elizabeth Burton, “A Study of Music as 
an Integral Part of the Spoken Drama in the American Professional Theatre: 1930-1955” (PhD 
diss., Southern Florida State University, 1956), 241.  
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probably be a trio of Bach’s or Mozart’s.) As the stage remains empty we hear the 
music.” Next to these instructions, Blitzstein’s note reads “Use: Leopold Mozart, 
String Divertimento (for trio) D major?” In the published version of the script, 
Hellman’s parenthetical explanation is, of course, omitted, replaced by the 
specific indication that the music should be “a divertimento by Leopold Mozart, 
a trio for violin, viola, and cello” (but without specifying key as Blitzstein’s note 
does), evidently reflecting Blitzstein’s choice for the premiere production.66 
Pollack notes, however, that no divertimento for violin, viola, and cello by 
Leopold Mozart exists, though he did write a D major divertimento for two 
violins and cello,67 neatly coinciding with the instrumentation implied, by the 
dialogue, for Cue 2 described above. Like that one, this third cue underscores 
dialogue and its end is clearly indicated in the working script.68 
 That same autumn (1946), Blitzstein was contracted by producer Cheryl 
                                                        
66 Hellman, Another Part of the Forest, 360. 
 
67 Pollack, Marc Blitzstein, 544n31. In her brief analysis of Blitzstein’s music for Another Part of the 
Forest, Burton, writing in 1956, and evidently with access both to the composer and the score, 
claims that both ensemble cues were for violin, viola, and cello. She also writes of “florid music 
imitative of Louis Moreau Gottschalk” for the “final portion of the concert within the play” (p. 
241). Based upon existing records, I have been unable to confirm Burton’s mention of this 
additional music, nor does the published script provide any further clues. 
 
68 No musicians other than Blitzstein are credited in the printed programs for the production. The 
music may have been recorded ahead of time, though one imagines that that would have given a 
very different aural ambience than live musicians. Presumably, since the players are all named 
characters in the play, the actual performance was not visible to the audience. 
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Crawford and the American Repertory Theatre to write the music for a 
production of Shaw’s Androcles and the Lion that opened just a month after Forest. 
Music formed a much more important part of this production: written for 
oboe/English horn, clarinet, trumpet, trombone, piano/Hammond organ, and 
percussion including cymbals, timpani, snare drum, bells, ratchet, tambourine, 
triangle, bass drum, gong and chimes (D and E flat), the score contains thirteen 
cues, though some are subdivided into multiple entrances. (This is the 
production mentioned above in connection with the new union regulations of 
1946.) A few sections are sung by the actors: upon first meeting the lion, 
Androcles sings a few of his lines to an arch little children’s tune; and, following 
Shaw, the Christians sing “Throw them to the lions” to Blitzstein’s arrangement 
of the tune “Onward Christian Soldiers” near the end of the first act. According 
to his contract, the composer was to be paid $500 up front and $12.50 per show 
after the twentieth up to a total of $2,500.69 Writing for the Richmond New Leader, 
critic Jack O’Brien found Blitzstein’s contribution “admirably economical, 
properly highlighting the proceeding without undue background distraction”,70 
                                                        
69 For a more detailed description of the music and production, see Pollack, Marc Blitzstein, 306. 
 
70 Jack O’Brien, “Shaw Comedy Is Delightful, Says Critic,” Richmond New Leader, December 21, 
1946. 
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and Howard Barnes called it “evocative.”71 
Another project with choreographer Robbins, the ballet The Guests, based 
upon their earlier collaboration, Show, had its premiere by the newly-formed 
New York City Ballet early in 1949.72 In the fall of that year, Blitzstein’s opera 
Regina, to his own libretto adapted from The Little Foxes, premiered in New 
Haven and soon moved to Broadway. Produced by Crawford and directed by 
Robert Lewis, with whom both Thomson and Bowles also worked, the 
production received two Tony Awards and today remains the only one of 
Blitzstein’s major works to have established itself, however peripherally, in the 
“standard repertory.” The following year, 1950, Blitzstein directed the Broadway 
premiere of his own adaptation of Benjamin Britten’s Let’s Make an Opera, the 
same year he was reunited with his old Mercury Theatre colleague John 
Houseman for a production of Shakespeare’s King Lear.73  
 Lear, as it happened, would play an important part in Blitzstein’s life and 
work over the next decade. Not only did he provide a complex score for 
                                                        
71 Howard Barnes, “’Androcles and the Lion’ a Triumph of Direction,” New York Herald Tribune, 
December 21, 1947. 
 
72 Gordon, Mark the Music, 322-24; Lehrman, Bio-Bibliography, 389-94; Pollack, Marc Blitzstein, 306-
15. 
 
73 Lehrman mistakenly indicates that the production’s Lear, Louis Calhern, also directed (Bio-
Bibliography, 62). 
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Houseman’s production, he also scored Welles’s 1956 New York Lear, shortly 
after which he received a commission from the New York Philharmonic for an 
orchestral work based upon both scores, which resulted in his three-movement 
tone poem Lear: A Study, given its premiere by Dimitri Mitropoulos and the 
Philharmonic at Carnegie Hall early in 1958, a work that Pollack describes as 
“the only major instrumental piece of Blitzstein’s later years, and even this effort 
derived from his theater work.”74 
For the Houseman production, which opened at the end of 1950 but only 
ran for forty-eight performance despite generally favorable reviews,75 Blitzstein 
agreed to a fee of $1000.00 and ½ of 1% of the gross weekly box office receipts. 
Notes between Houseman and Blitzstein reveal the extent to which the director 
not only trusted and relied upon the composer’s input, but how specific and 
important music was to his conception of the production. He qualified his initial 
                                                        
74 Pollack, who provides an fine overview of all three scores, suggests Bernstein, soon to take over 
the conductorship of the Philharmonic from Mitropoulos, may have had a hand in arranging this 
commission (Marc Blitzstein, 402-10). See also Gordon, Mark the Music, 350-51, 432-34. In a note 
dated January 29, 1951, Blitzstein thanked the show’s producers, Alexander Cohen and Robert 
Joseph, for a watch they gave him for his work on the show and wrote that “I shall use the new 
Bulova assiduously in the timing of the orchestra-piece I shall make out of the incidental score” 
[for Lear], indicating that he had the idea of an orchestral work based upon his first Lear score 
early on, even before the Welles Lear described below. Box 81, Alexander H. Cohen Papers, *T-
Mss 1969-001, Billy Rose Theatre Division, NYPL. 
 
75 Gordon, Mark the Music, 351. 
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outline of proposed music cues by writing that “all of this is tentative as hell [. . .] 
it depends so much upon what you do musically[.] I have such confidence in 
your theatrical sense that I will move and adjust lines almost any way you want . 
. .”.76 Blitzstein’s scored this Lear for flute doubling on piccolo, B-flat trumpet, 
horn in F, various keyboards including Hammond organ, piano, celesta, and 
Solovox, percussion including bass drum, timpani, snare drum, cymbals (large 
and small), “fool’s bells” (which the composer’s notes say were to be used on 
stage by the actor playing the Fool77), tambourine, xylophone, chime (low G), 
tam-tam, sandpaper, ratchet/washboard, woodblock, and a thunder drum 
(which the score indicates is to be “played by non-musician”).78 Several critics 
praised Blitzstein’s music but most felt it was too loud: “his percussions cleave 
the sky—and the speeches too, sometimes—with a terror of their own.”79 Brooks 
Atkinson called Blitzstein’s score “one of his best pieces of work, though it could 
                                                        
76 Box 33, U.S. Mss. 35AN, Marc Blitzstein Papers, WHS. 
 
77 Ibid. 
 
78 Marc Blitzstein, King Lear, Box 88, U.S. Mss. 35AN, Marc Blitzstein Papers, WHS. The various 
Lear materials in the Blitzstein Collection at the WHS are grouped together somewhat 
indiscriminately and listed in the finding aid mostly under “Lear: A Study (1958).” These include 
clean and working copies of the scores and working scripts for both theatrical productions, all of 
which would probably enable an interesting scholarly comparison of the two productions. 
(Pollack has provided a taste of this in his overview of the two; see Marc Blitzstein, 402-407.) 
 
79 N. a., “King Lear,” Cue, January 6, 1951. Box 108, U.S. Mss. 35AN, Marc Blitzstein Papers, WHS. 
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still be subordinated to the speaking now and then.”80 “Mr. Blitzstein’s trumpet, 
drum, flute, and horn background is always dramatically useful” wrote John 
Chapman, though the kettledrum “occasionally dominated the speech.”81 
Whitney Bolton, who gave the composer a separate subheading in his review, 
echoed the sentiment: “Marc Blitzstein has contributed music which I believe to 
be right for the production in composition and wrong for the production in 
obtrusiveness.”82 “Another outstanding feature of the production,” wrote Louis 
Sheaffer, “Marc Blitzstein’s incidental music and songs beautifully capture the 
mood and intent of Shakespeare’s narrative”.83 When Houseman directed the 
play again in 1964 with the UCLA Professional Theatre Group, and in 1978 with 
his newly-formed Acting Company of New York, he reused Blitzstein’s score for 
both productions.84 
                                                        
80 Brooks Atkinson, “First Night at the Theatre: Louis Calhern as King Lear in Shakespeare’s 
tragedy acted at the National,” New York Times, December 26, 1950. 
 
81 John Chapman, “Louis Calhern Triumphs in Fine, Majestic Revival of ‘King Lear’,” New York 
Daily News, December 26, 1950. 
 
82 Whitney Bolton, “Stage: Louis Calhern Excellent in ‘Lear’ at the National,” Morning Telegraph, 
December 26, 1950. 
 
83 Louis Sheaffer, “Curtain Time: Louis Calhern a Fine Lear in New Shakespearean Revival,” 
Brooklyn Eagle, December 26, 1950. 
 
84 John Houseman, Final Dress (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1983), 262; and Box 88, U.S. Mss. 
35AN, Marc Blitzstein Papers, WHS. 
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 Five years later, at the end of 1955, a group of Broadway producers 
enticed Welles back to the American theater after an absence of nearly ten years 
(during which he had settled in Europe) with a contract for two plays, Lear and 
Ben Jonson’s Volpone, evidently intended to run in repertory, for both of which 
Welles asked Blitzstein to provide music.85 Like Houseman, Welles gave the 
composer a list of proposed music cues. A typed note among Blitzstein’s papers, 
with the heading “KING LEAR (Orson Welles, October 30)”, reads (with no 
editorial corrections made, except to punctuation, as indicated): 
a whole new conception, musically. Not heroic (W. says “not 
Wagnerian”) with need for orchestra or equivalent (Hammond 
organ, etc.)[.] Rather the symbolic abstract effects (sounds) created 
by effects on tape-or-wire-recordings, particularly for the storm. 
There is no possibility of carrying out a real musical storm, unless 
the words are to be drowned out. So let the ‘music’ come from the 
words themselves; the lyrical aspect, even dramatic aspect through 
the play. 
 
What this means is probably no overture at all. Of course 
“Sennets”, “Tuckets”, [“]flourishes”, “Hunting horns” (this most 
important; the aspect of LEAR out with the boys), as indicated in 
Shakespeare’s original script. Aside from that, play up musically 
the lightly-emotional (W even uses the word ‘sentimental’) 
moments—Lear-Fool; Kent alone in the stocks; Lear’s sleep; Fool’s 
son, etc. 
 
SOUND, on the other hand, takes over. Possibly a “Sound” 
                                                        
85 In 1953, Welles had played Lear in a televised adaptation directed by Peter Brook with music 
by Virgil Thomson (see Chapter Three). 
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overture, with effect which are at once un-referable and 
atmospheric of pomp, inner turmoil. 
 
Also, sound as punctuation of word, line, phrase, speech, under-
dialog, or scene-change. 
 
And surely the storm. 
 
And surely the battle.86 
 
I have quoted this document at length for the insight it provides not only into 
Welles’s musical concept of the play and Blitzstein’s own interpretation of it, but 
to the collaborative working of these two theatrical minds.  
Blitzstein’s score calls for B-flat clarinet doubling on flute and piccolo, B-
flat trumpet, horn in F, harpsichord, and one percussionist playing kettledrum, 
snare drum, tenor and bass drums, tambourine, triangle, suspended cymbal, 
woodblock, and xylophone. Part of Blitzstein’s responsibilities for this 
production was to engage a harpsichord, which he did with the help of local 
experts, well-known harpsichordist Ralph Kirkpatrick (of Scarlatti catalog fame) 
and Sybil Marcuse (best remembered for her published survey of musical 
instruments). Regarding the “abstract effects” to which Blitzstein referred, these 
were the work of electronic music pioneers Vladimir Ussachevsky and Otto 
                                                        
86 Orson Welles, “King Lear,” October 30 [1955] in Box 33, U.S. Mss. 35AN, Marc Blitzstein 
Papers, WHS. 
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Luening. In a letter to one of the show’s producers, Henry Margolis, dated 
November 24, 1955, Blitzstein wrote that “Orson feels that KING LEAR should 
use effects of this sort extensively in the proposed production”, to which end the 
composer, at Welles’s suggestion, visited the electronic music laboratory at 
Columbia University, where both Ussachevsky and Luening worked. “These 
sounds” Blitzstein wrote in the same letter “will be joined by the musical 
complement; they, the effects, will use no musical instruments, so that they do 
not come under the jurisdiction of Local #802 Musicians’ Union here.” According 
to Pollack, Welles himself chose the specific effects, a combination of electronic 
and “acoustic” sounds, which Ussachevsky and Luening assembled into the 
“tape recorded sound score” for the production.87 To judge from Blitzstein’s 
working script and score, the so-called “abstract sounds” rarely overlapped with 
the composed music, which Blitzstein himself conducted from the harpsichord. 
Evidently someone else, perhaps theater veteran Max Marlin—credited in the 
program as “Music Coordinator” for the New York City Center Theatre 
Company (who had also conducted Blitzstein’s music for Houseman’s Lear)—or 
                                                        
87 Welles had originally attempted something similar for Julius Caesar in 1937 (discussed below), a 
prerecorded soundtrack of sound effects to complement the musical component—in that case “a 
sequence of big-city sound effects the likes of which had never been heard inside a theater”—but 
had to scrap the idea at the last minute when the theater sound system proved inadequate to the 
task. See Houseman, Unfinished Business, 158. 
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one of the twenty-six stage hands assigned to the show, was in charge of playing 
the various cues of the prerecorded soundtrack. Nevertheless, judging from a 
well-marked list of “Sound Patterns” among Blitzstein’s papers, with evocative 
titles like “Squiggle,” “Gothic Rooks,” and “Toothache,” he was closely involved 
in the process of developing and coordinating the electronic-sound elements. The 
same list also indicates the use of samples that appear to be associated with 
Ussachevsky and Luening’s 1953-54 work Rhapsodic Variations and Luening’s 
1952 Fantasy in Space.88 The program and various promotional material credit 
“Musical Score: Marc Blitzstein” just under Welles’s directorial credit. An 
announcement in the New York Times on the day of the show’s opening, January 
12, 1956, dedicated an entire paragraph to the music: “The Shakespearean 
production,” wrote Louis Calta, “said to be the civic project’s costliest venture, 
will have a special score by Marc Blitzstein, which has been coordinated with an 
‘electronic sound’ score by Otto Luening and Vladimir Ussachevsky. Mr. 
Blitzstein will also play a harpsichord and will serve as leader for a group of 
musicians who will play a flute, clarinet, trumpet, French horn, kettle-drums, 
                                                        
88 Later, the two composers compiled a suite from their Lear cues. See Gordon, Mark the Music, 
412.  
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and other percussion instruments.”89 Blitzstein’s contract indicates that he was to 
be paid $1,000.00 for the score, plus $50 per week till the show recouped its costs, 
then ½ of 1% of the gross weekly box office receipts thereafter (minus taxes).90 
Critics were unusually equivocal about the show: most, glad to have Welles back 
on the boards in New York, admired the production’s staging and various other 
aspects of his craft, though few seem to have been much impressed by his actual 
interpretation of the play or the king (after injuries sustained just before and after 
opening night, he performed from a wheelchair). John Chapman called the show 
“a headlong melodrama in one act, with the pace [Welles] once gave to a 
memorable production of ‘Julius Caesar’”, without mention of the music or 
sound effects.91 Reviewing the opening night performance for the New York 
Times, Brooks Atkinson wrote that “Marc Blitzstein, no doubt following 
instructions, has composed an elaborate and thoroughly original musical score 
that has the unfortunate effect of masking the dialogue now and then. Although 
                                                        
89 Louis Calta, “Welles Returns as ‘Lear’ Tonight: City Center Opening Marks First Appearance 
Here after 10-Year Absence,” New York Times, January 12, 1956. 
 
90 Contract for King Lear, Box 33, U.S. Mss. 35AN, Marc Blitzstein Papers, WHS. The contract also 
states that Blitzstein was to select the musicians and conductor for the production. In the event, 
he himself was both conductor and keyboardist, and was paid accordingly (Gordon, Mark the 
Music, 411). 
 
91 John Chapman, “Welles Plays ‘Lear’ for Keeps in Spirited City Center Production,” New York 
Daily News, n.d. 
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it contributes to the excitement, it also overwhelms some of Shakespeare’s most 
terrifying verse”,92 a defect presumably rectified by the following week when 
Walcott Gibbs, writing for the New Yorker, described Blitzstein’s work as 
“effective and unobtrusive.” Neither mention the Luening-Ussachevsky 
contribution.93 Walter Kerr noted the production’s “two musical scores to 
distinguish between the progression of the play and the progression of the old 
man’s madness”, without further judgment.94 John McClain, writing in the New 
York Journal-American, described “helpful effects from an organ [?] and occasional 
background music by Marc Blitzstein.”95 
The playbill for the show calls it “A New Mercury Theatre Production”: 
Welles and the show’s producers hoped to use it, and presumably the Volpone 
originally planned in tandem with it, to capitalize on past success and reestablish 
a new American repertory company under Welles’s creative leadership, “a 
                                                        
92 Brooks Atkinson, “Orson Welles’ ‘King Lear’,” New York Times, January 13, 1956. 
 
93 Wolcott Gibbs, “The Theatre: The Schizo King,” New Yorker, January 21, 1956. 
 
94 Walter Kerr, “The Theater: Past Images,” The New York Herald Tribune, January 22, 1956. 
 
95 John McClain, “’King Lear’: Orson Welles Plays Powerful Role,” New York Journal-American, 
January 13, 1956. 
 
309 
theater of poetry, instead of prose”.96 Early correspondence between director and 
composer makes clear that the two productions were being envisioned 
simultaneously, though fairly early on the Volpone appears to have become 
untenable. A list of music cues for that play among Blitzstein’s papers, dated 
October 29, 1955, as well as a fairly elaborate written conceptualization of the 
production, dated the following day, reveal that the ideas were quite well-
advanced for “a kind of ‘musical’, with songs, numbers, dances, production-
pieces.”97 But by November 14, the date of Blitzstein’s Lear contract, Volpone was 
already hypothetical. Item 2 of the contract reads “We agree that should we do a 
production of ‘VOLPONE’, starring Orson Welles and directed by him, within 
the seasons of 1955-6 or 1956-7, you shall be engaged to provide the incidental 
music for it, if an incidental music score is used, on the same terms and 
conditions as hereunder provided for the production of ‘KING LEAR’.”98 An 
announcement published in the New York Herald Tribune on December 1, 1955, 
                                                        
96 Welles, quoted in, n. a., “Theater: Orson Welles’ Lear,” Newsweek, January 23, 1955. The article 
erroneously names Welles as the show’s producer, which he was not (as he made clear in the 
December 4th letter to Blitzstein quoted below). 
 
97 “Johnson’s Fox (Volpone): Music Cues,” October 29, 1955, Box 34, U.S. Mss. 35AN, Marc 
Blitzstein Papers, WHS. 
 
98 Martin Gabel and Henry M. Margolis to Marc Blitzstein, Contract for King Lear, November 14, 
1955, Box 33, U.S. Mss. 35AN, Marc Blitzstein Papers, WHS. 
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under the headline “Welles and Gleason Will Co-Star in ‘Volpone’,” stated that 
“Orson Welles and Jackie Gleason met yesterday afternoon at Toots Shor’s and 
agreed with a handshake to co-star in ‘Volpone’ later this season on Broadway, 
which means a change in the Welles plans at City Center. Mr. Welles will 
substitute a different second bill for his engagement at City Center probably 
‘Twelfth Night.’”99 It may have been this announcement that prompted a 
telegram from Welles to Blitzstein two days later that reads  
DEAREST MARC WE ARE DOING VOLPONE BUT NOT AT CITY 
CENTER PATIENCE AND FORTITUDE LOVE ORSON.”100 
 
And the next day, December 4, evidently in response to a telephone 
conversation, the director wrote to the composer: 
Dearest Marcus: I do hope I made myself clear on the phone and 
that you understand that I am not at all attempting to evade 
responsibility, but that I insist that I am in no sense a co-producer 
in this venture. [. . .] I was brought to America to stage and star in a 
repertory of two plays in the commercial theatre. Rehearsals were 
to start a week after I got off the boat. Eight weeks later I find 
myself whittled down to a single play at City Center—and 
probably some sort of modern dress and concert performance at 
that! When I say that “we” are doing Volpone later, I think I have 
every solid reason to be optimistic, but of course I am basing this 
                                                        
99 Bert McCord, “Welles and Gleason Will Co-Star in ‘Volpone’,” New York Herald Tribune, 
December 1, 1955. 
 
100 Boxes 34, 93, U.S. Mss. 35AN, Marc Blitzstein Papers, WHS. Pollack (Marc Blitzstein, 405) 
provides an overview of the sketches Blitzstein made for Volpone. 
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on other people’s assurances.101 
 
Welles’s mention of “some sort of modern dress and concert performance” is 
somewhat clarified by an announcement that appeared in the New York Herald 
Tribune two days later, on December 6:  
The production of “King Lear,” as conceived by Orson Welles, 
turned out to be so costly that it would have been impossible for 
the City Center to turn a profit on the show in the two and a half 
weeks that it will play there. Consequently, Mr. Welles has been 
forced to scrap his entire original conception and come up with a 
new method of presentation along the lines of the old Mercury 
Theater productions. This means that “King Lear” will be mounted 
on a bare stage, with a minimum of props and costumes and with 
the accent on trick staging and lighting. 
 
In the event, Lear was anything but a “concert performance,” fully costumed 
with elaborate means of all kinds, to judge from the various reviews, including 
complex and impressive sets and, thanks to Welles’s injuries, an ambulance on 
standby during each performance—not to mention the dual sound component.102 
In fact, it turned out to be the most expensive production City Center had ever 
mounted, adversely impacting several of the other performing arts organizations 
                                                        
101 Welles to Blitzstein, December 4, 1955, Boxes ##, U.S. Mss. 35AN, Marc Blitzstein Papers, WHS. 
Welles goes on to write of some unspecified legal issues with Ussachevsky and Luening as well 
as some problems with the purchase of the harpsichord for Lear. 
 
102 Gordon, Mark the Music, 411. 
 
312 
associated with the Center at that time.103 All of which somewhat belies the 
picture of the great expatriate artist misled and abused by New York City 
bureaucrats that seems to emerge from his correspondence with Blitzstein. 
Gordon notes that Lear was the last role Welles acted on the American stage.104 
In between the two Lears, in June of 1952, Leonard Bernstein, then on the 
faculty at Brandeis University, presented the premiere of Blitzstein’s Brecht-Weill 
adaptation, The Threepenny Opera, with Lotte Lenya in the role of Polly Peacham. 
Two years later, a production of Blitzstein’s version was mounted in New York 
(with Lenya playing Jenny, the role she had originated in 1928) and went on to 
break the record for longest running New York musical to that time. Following 
Houseman’s Lear, while adapting Threepenny, Blitzstein again teamed up with 
Crawford and Lewis for what would turn out to be the greatest disappointment 
of his career, the “urban folk opera” Reuben Reuben, which closed in Boston after 
less than two weeks, never making it to New York.105 
On June 1, 1958, the American Shakespeare Festival (ASF) drafted a 
contract engaging Blitzstein to provide music for two of its production that 
                                                        
103 Ibid., 412. 
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105 Pollack, Marc Blitzstein, 389. Sadly, it appears the work has never been retried, though 
Blitzstein evidently lavished vast time and energy on it (Pollack, Marc Blitzstein, 377). 
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season, A Midsummer Night’s Dream and The Winter’s Tale. Blitzstein was 
essentially taking over the role of “composer-in-residence” from Thomson, who 
had scored the majority of the ASF’s productions for the past two seasons (see 
Chapter Three). As with Thomson, the choice of musicians and conductor was 
left to Blitzstein; he was to be paid $1,200.00 for both scores, plus additional 
compensation should the productions tour or otherwise run beyond mid-
September of that year (terms essentially the same as Thomson’s). The Festival 
also retained exclusive rights to the scores for any productions of the plays 
begun within three years of the signing of the contract, which laid out essentially 
the same billing terms that Thomson’s had demanded: “Music by Marc 
Blitzstein” on a separate line in “size, type and prominence equal to that of the 
directors” with no credits following it. (Although this is not what he got, at least 
not in the official program, there is no indication that he objected as Thomson 
had.) Blitzstein’s contract, like Thomson’s, gave him sole discretion as to the 
“nature, form and quantity of the music,” provided that “the duration [. . .] does 
not exceed the limit prescribed by Union or Guild rules with respect to so-called 
‘incidental’ music.”106 
 A note in Blitzstein’s hand among his papers lists the five ASF plays for 
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which Thomson had provided music, along with the number of musicians that 
had participated in each production, noting especially the number of percussion 
players each had required. Similarly, a list labelled “Virgil” seems to be 
Blitzstein’s questions for Thomson regarding the Festival and its capabilities, 
including whether he could use ten musicians (Thomson had used ten only in 
Much Ado about Nothing), if the use of harpsichord, harmonium, or celesta were 
feasible (he specifically did not want to use a tack piano as Thomson had), 
whether the acoustics would require amplification, if dividing the orchestra was 
logistically possible (with some musicians occasionally playing on stage, while 
others played off), and what appears to be an emphatic indication that he did not 
want Jaroschy as conductor (instead he chose Herman Chessid for the 1958 
season). The same note indicates that Blitzstein wanted to know how many 
instruments were used in Thomson’s Hamlet score, which Houseman had chosen 
as the third production to run in repertory that season and for which, according 
to Gordon, Blitzstein served as music director.107 
 Blitzstein’s ample score for Midsummer uses flute/piccolo, oboe/English 
                                                        
107 “Blitzstein also served as coordinator of all musical activities for the festival, including 
preparing and directing Thomson’s Hamlet score” (Mark the Music, 443). Chessid is listed as 
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horn, horn, trumpet (the program lists two trumpeters, though there are never 
two parts), violin, cello, bass, harpsichord, celesta, lute, and percussion (2 
players) including bass drum, cowbell, xylophone, vibraphone, Glockenspiel, 
snare drum, bells, bell plate, tambourine, triangle, chimes, cymbals, wood block, 
washboard, 2 temple blocks (high and low), castanets, tom-tom, and field 
drum.108 Blitzstein had the same multitalented Joseph Iadone that Thomson used, 
alternating between bass and lute. To sing Blitzstein’s songs for both Midsummer 
and Winter’s Tale, the Festival again engaged countertenor Russell Oberlin, as 
they had the previous season (see Chapter Three).109 
Harriet Johnson, music critic for the New York Post, devoted an entire 
column to Blitzstein Midsummer music, quoted at length below not only because 
of what it says about the composer’s work and its reception, but also because 
such attention to music in a spoken-dramatic production is so rare in the 
mainstream media: 
When Hippolyta, Queen of the Amazons, says to her betrothed [. . 
.] “I never heard so musical a discord, such sweet thunder,” she 
might have been describing Marc Blitzstein’s incidental music to 
                                                        
108 Gordon (Mark the Music, 440) lists harp among the instruments and not harpsichord, 
presumably a simple typographical error. Blitzstein’s scores uses harpsichord extensively, but no 
harp. Chessid played the harpsichord and, presumably, the celesta. 
 
109 Promptbooks, with music cues, for both productions are held in the American Shakespeare 
Theatre Plays and Prompt Books, 1956-1982 Collection, Harvard. 
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the lively, current production of the American Shakespeare Festival 
[. . .]. Blitzstein’s music is far from all discord and, though 
punctuated throughout by brass fanfares and startling drum 
thrusts, it is also far from all thunder. In fact, the music spreads its 
expressive way with more subtlety than shouting, moving easily in 
and out of discord and “thunder,” meanwhile adding enchantment 
[. . .]. Shakespeare’s sentence, nonetheless, stretches our 
imagination to take in the varied quality of Blitzstein’s score [. . .]. 
[He] has achieved a mildly archaic flavor by definitive musical 
means [. . .] but it all sounds so natural and pleasant that the 
layman should enjoy its appropriateness without worrying about 
from whence it comes or what produces it. [. . . T]he music 
emerges, like the sprite [Puck] himself, in both expected and 
unexpected places. There are bird calls, there is an on-stage balcony 
quartet (violin, cello, flute, lute). There is music in the dark and in 
the light; on-stage and off-stage. It sounds frequently as if [. . .] it 
conjures magic with it [. . .].110 
 
Equally rare for the time was such a foray by a music critic into the world of the 
spoken drama: long gone were the days when musicians like Thomson, Bowles, 
and Blitzstein himself, offered regular musical assessments of spoken dramatic 
productions in the pages of Modern Music and even, occasionally, in the 
mainstream press. As for the theater critics, they seem to have been slightly more 
engaged by the production’s music than usual, most at least mentioning 
Blitzstein, who was, by this time, a fixture of their world. In the Herald Tribune, 
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Herbert Whittaker wrote vaguely of “[g]ay, amusing music by Marc Blitzstein” 
that “accompanies the actions [. . .] coming from under the stage or from offstage 
[instrumental?] choirs. Also, in Russell Oberlin there is a tenor [sic] of true 
Elizabethan pitch and sweetness.”111 “Marc Blitzstein’s music” wrote John 
Chapman “is far more impressive and enjoyable than the run-of-the-mill stuff 
one usually associates with Shakespeare productions.”112 (Having just mentioned 
the Festival’s Hamlet running in repertory with Midsummer that season, one 
cannot help but wonder if this is Chapman’s swipe at Thomson.) For Frances 
Herridge of the New York Post, the music was “gay and spoofing.”113 Brooks 
Atkinson, in the Times, wrote that Blitzstein “has composed some lovely songs 
that Russell Oberlin sings with Elizabethan sweetness”114 and Miles Kastendieck, 
in the New York Journal-American, wrote: “To round out the enchantment, Marc 
Blitzstein has made his music much more than functional”.115 
                                                        
111 Herbert Whittaker, “Shakespeare Festival: ‘A Midsummer Night’s Dream’ at Stratford, Conn.,” 
New York Herald Tribune, June 23, 1958. 
 
112 John Chapman, “A Happy ‘Dream’ at Stratford,” New York Daily News, June 23, 1958. 
 
113 Frances Herridge, “Across the Footlights: An Enchanting ‘Midsummer Night’,” New York Post, 
June 23, 1958. 
 
114 Brooks Atkinson, “Theatre: ‘A Midsummer Night’s Dream’: Exuberant Production in Stratford, 
Conn.,” New York Times, June 23, 1958. 
 
115 Miles Kastendieck, “Shakespeare Festival: A Midsummer Night of Magic,” New York Journal-
American, June 23, 1958. The American Shakespeare Theatre Plays and Prompt Books, 1956-1982 
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 Houseman and Landau also co-directed The Winter’s Tale, which they set 
in a visual world recalling the images on classic tarot cards, “fantastic, not 
realistic, even as to period and place” Blitzstein wrote in his notes. He scored the 
production for essentially the same ensemble as Midsummer, and included two 
songs, “Song of the Glove” and “Men, if you love us,” culled from his work on 
Welles’s abortive Volpone.116 Variety called Blitzstein’s Winter’s Tale music “helpful 
throughout.”117 Frank Aston, in the World Telegram and Sun, mentioned 
“Blitzstein music, Balanchine choreography, with Russell Oberlin singing” 
without critique.118 For Brooks Atkinson, slightly more astute but still essentially 
neutral, the music “puts a modern edge on some traditional and well-loved 
forms.”119 In 1959, Blitzstein published the songs from his ASF scores as Six 
Elizabethan Songs for soprano or tenor and piano (New York: Chappell), with a 
                                                                                                                                                                     
collection at Harvard University contains copies of two different promptbooks from the ASF’s 
1958 production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, one of which contains music cues (MS Thr 478, 
Harvard Theatre Collection, Houghton Library, Harvard University). 
 
116 Pollack, Marc Blitzstein, 414-15. Several of the songs from Blitzstein’s ASF scores are included 
in The Marc Blitzstein Songbook, Vol. 3, ed. Leonard Lehrman (New York: Boosey & Hawkes, 
2003). 
 
117 N. a., “Show Out of Town: The Winter’s Tale,” Variety, July 23, 1958. 
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dedication to Leonard Bernstein.120 
During the spring of 1958, as Blitzstein was preparing his scores for the 
ASF, he was summoned to an executive session of the House Un-American 
Activities Committee (HUAC) though somehow, miraculously, despite his long 
left-wing political history, he was never forced to take the stand as his close 
friend Hellman was.121 1959 saw the premiere of his next musical, Juno, based on 
Sean O’Casey’s Juno and the Paycock. That same year he began work on an opera 
based on the story of Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti, the two Italian 
immigrants convicted of murder and executed in Boston in 1927. Commissioned 
by the Metropolitan Opera and funded by the Ford Foundation, it was the most 
ambitious of the three operas he would leave unfinished at his untimely death in 
1964. (The other two, based upon stories by Bernard Malamud, Idiots First and 
The Magic Barrel, were both begun in 1963 during Blitzstein’s brief tenure as 
instructor of playwriting at Bennington College.)  
In the fall of that year (1959), Blitzstein explored the possibility of an 
                                                        
120 The American Shakespeare Theatre Plays and Prompt Books, 1956-1982 collection at Harvard 
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animated film musical based on E. B. White’s popular children’s book Charlotte’s 
Web, in collaboration with Mary Rodgers (daughter of musical theater composer 
Richard Rodgers), though the book’s author ultimately refused them rights to the 
property.122 The last spoken drama for which Blitzstein wrote music was 
Hellman’s Toys in the Attic, directed by Arthur Penn (best remembered today as a 
film director, especially for his Bonnie and Clyde, and both the stage and screen 
versions of The Miracle Worker). The composer’s contract for the production, 
dated January 4, 1960, stipulates that, in addition to the music, he “render [. . .] 
non-exclusive service, when required [. . .] in connection with the Musical 
Material including attendance at rehearsals and on the pre-Broadway tour and at 
tryout performances”, for which he was to receive a flat fee of $500.00 in advance 
and travel expenses should he be required to accompany the pre-Broadway 
tour.123 Like Another Part of the Forest, Toys in the Attic demanded very little of 
Blitzstein: his score contains two simple songs for the actors and a few bits of 
piano melody drawn from them, as well as brief snippets of “Eusebius” from 
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Schumann’s Carnaval and a few bars from the opening of Chopin’s “Grande 
Valse brillante,” Op. 18.124 In addition to the singing, done by the actors, the score 
requires only piano and banjo (originally played by lead actor Jason Robards). 
The play won the Critics’ Circle Award for Best American Drama of the 1959-60 
season and the original production ran for 464 performances. Gordon writes that 
“many later productions of the play continued to use the two Blitzstein songs.”125 
Most of the press that mentioned anything of the music did so in connection with 
the novelty of Robard’s banjo.126 
When he died in 1964, the victim of gay bashing on the island of 
Martinique, Blitzstein left a good many unfinished works, including the three 
operas mentioned above, and a legacy marked by a few brilliant successes and a 
large body of work that, thanks to the vicissitudes of “show business,” never got 
a second chance, so to speak. Welles, of course, is best remembered today as a 
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filmmaker. His last completed film script, unproduced at his death in 1985, tells 
the story of the premiere of The Cradle Will Rock.127 In it, the aging Welles 
remembered the man who made such an impression on him at the tender age of 
twenty-two: 
Marc Blitzstein could be described as fine-tuned rather than highly 
strung. His is the attentive stillness of some birds: one of the 
predators—a gyrfalcon. Serious rather than solemn, he brightens a 
room when he enters it. His political beliefs are like moral 
convictions but they are held with the most perfect serenity. In the 
Church he would be called saintly. A total stranger to extravagance 
in any form, he is mannerly, widely educated, unaffectedly 
civilized, a man of natural authority and unstudied charm. If he 
sounds a little too good to be true, he is, almost, just that. It never 
occurs to him that his mere presence is a kind of rebuke to the rest 
of us. This is our author-composer [. . .].128 
 
 
Blitzstein, Welles, and ‘Educational’ Theater 
“Can one make general theories about theatre music, how and when it 
should be used, what it has to do with the nature of theatre itself [. . .]? I used to 
think so. [. . .] My theories got kicked headlong as soon as I started to write; it 
                                                        
127 Though Welles’s version was never made, two feature films in later years did dramatize parts 
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directed, and produced by Tim Robbins, about the legendary premiere; and the 2008 Me & Orson 
Welles, a romantic comedy set against the backdrop of the Mercury Theater’s production of Julius 
Caesar. 
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became clear to me that theatre is so elusive an animal that each situation 
demands its own solution.”129 Blitzstein published these words in 1938, after 
Cradle and Caesar had “kicked headlong” his early theories about composing for 
the theater. But if his theories about how and when to use music in the theater 
were ad hoc, his theories about why to use music in the theater—about the very 
purposes of music and theater themselves—were not. From at least 1936 onward, 
his work is influenced by a strongly committed left-wing politics and 
unmistakably indebted to the ideas and inspiration of Bertold Brecht, Kurt Weill, 
and Hanns Eisler. 
John Willett wrote that Brecht “had musical ideas at the back of his mind, 
and his work is full of musical implications. [. . .] poetically, as well as 
dramatically, he seemed to think in near-musical terms.”130 Few playwrights or 
directors were more committed to a vital role for music in the theater than 
Brecht, though his uses of music were generally in direct opposition to the 
cinematic trends suggested above. Some of Blitzstein’s and Welles’s interactions 
with Brecht and his work are considered below, and certain Brechtian qualities of 
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“distantiation” are identified in the original staging concept of The Glass 
Menagerie in Chapter Five. Otherwise, Brecht’s role in the present study is slight, 
in spite of the fact that he lived and worked in the U.S. for many years and music 
(mainly texted) was an important tool of his “epic” and educational theaters. 
While most mainstream directors of this period tended to seek a unity of 
dramatic elements, Brecht advocated ever greater articulation of text, music, and 
visuals toward keener intellectual engagement by the spectator. The integrated, 
cinematic uses of music, which dominated the mainstream theater during this 
period—music that helped to rendered the “untroublesome viewing subject”, as 
posited above—run counter to a Brechtian philosophy of theater as 
demonstrative and instructive rather than directly emotional and cathartic. Thus 
even Blitzstein’s Brechtian impulse is little manifested in his spoken-theater 
scores, since Brechtian aims were not those of the directors with whom he 
collaborated there; even Welles’s brand of pedagogical theater was 
fundamentally different from Brecht’s, notwithstanding his demonstrable 
interest in Brecht’s work. What follows is a brief consideration of the ways in 
which the impulse toward “educational theater” played a role both men’s art. 
“No artist in any medium probably meant more to Blitzstein” than Brecht, 
Pollack writes and, as composer, playwright, and translator, Blitzstein “served 
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Brecht’s legacy with extraordinary imagination, vigor, and skill.”131 Even before 
serving that legacy, he was strongly influenced by Brecht’s theories of 
educational theater, theater as a forum for ideas and the catalyst for political 
action. The story of how Brecht inspired and eventually became the dedicatee of 
The Cradle Will Rock—Blitzstein’s first and most Brechtian Lehrstück—has been 
told often.132 In addition to his hugely successful English adaptation of Die 
Dreigroschenoper, Blitzstein worked on translations of Brecht’s opera Aufstieg und 
Fall der Stadt Mahagonny, with music by Weill, and his play Mutter Courage und 
ihre Kinder, with songs by Paul Dessau, the latter originally slated to be directed 
by Welles, though neither reached performance in Blitzstein’s lifetime.133 
Blitzstein’s wife, Eva Goldbeck (who died prematurely in 1936 at the age of 35), 
was among the first to translate Brecht’s essays into English and to explain his 
theories of ‘epic’ and educational theater to an American readership.134 The 
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composer, however, tempered his admiration for Brecht with a certain American 
pragmatism when he wrote that “[t]he ‘epic’ theatre of [. . .] Brecht has indeed 
moved forward in the development of a theatre of non-illusion, but this theatre 
has all the ear-marks of becoming ‘arty.’ It is inviting danger when the labor 
audience is allowed to feel that its artists are presenting lessons rather than 
entertainment.”135 
If Cradle is Blitzstein’s most Brechtian work, it is perhaps no coincidence 
that it is also the large-scale musical-theatrical work in which he most clearly 
demonstrates his debt to Kurt Weill. He claimed he “went to school” on 
Dreigroschenoper as a youth,136 though he was frequently critical of Weill’s music 
in print—early on, he blamed Weill for softening the horror Brecht intended to 
arouse with Dreigroschenoper and accused him of “writing down” to his 
audiences.137 He had a public change of heart in his review of Johnny Johnson: “I 
have written some harsh things in the past about Kurt Weill and his music. I 
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wish now to write a few good things. He hasn’t changed, I have.”138 But four 
years later, in his 1940 review of Elmer Rice’s Two on an Island, he called Weill’s 
score “pretty shabby.”139 In short, Blitzstein had a complex relationship to Weill’s 
work—he never owned up to the musical influence though it seems now utterly 
undeniable, especially in his lyric-theater. He also had a long working 
association with Weill’s wife, Lotte Lenya. As noted above, the original broadcast 
of Blitzstein’s I’ve Got the Tune first introduced the Austrian chanteuse to the 
American radio-listening public. He wrote his song “Few Little English” for 
her,140 and they worked especially closely after Weill’s death bringing Threepenny 
to Broadway. Today, the Kurt Weill Foundation also holds the rights to and 
promotes Blitzstein’s work. 
In the same article where he judged Weill’s music for Two on an Island 
shabby, he reviewed Clifford Odets’s Night Music with a score by Eisler, which 
he found “in every way a thoroughly good job.”141 Since I have not seen either 
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score, I cannot judge his judgments; but, overall, Eisler seems to have constituted 
unequivocally Blitzstein’s ideal composer: the composer of the Revolution. “One 
of the most beautiful effects I have ever found” wrote Blitzstein, in his article 
“On Writing Music for the Theatre” (though the example is from a film)  
is the moment in the film Küle Wampe, with music by Eisler, when 
the workers discover their houses destroyed, are sunk in an abysm 
of dejection. From somewhere comes music—a street-march—
steady, vigorous, and with a certain fury in it; and we see the faces 
of the workers change, grow stubborn, militant, they draw energy 
and courage out of the music, they drain the music and strength 
comes into the faces. Music combats the scene, and pulls everything 
with it.142 
 
After Weill, Eisler is the composer most closely associated with Brecht’s work. 
In his article on Eisler’s then-recently-published pamphlet, The Crisis in 
Music (1936), Blitzstein described his Austrian comrade, living and working in 
New York at the time, as 
the new kind of composer, whose job carries him to the meeting-
hall, the street, the mill, the prison, the school-room and the dock. 
Concert-hall, opera-house, theater are still in the picture; but the 
artist is not only artist but worker, his responsibility to all workers 
shows itself in all his work. [. . .] Eisler is possibly the first instance 
of the real fusion of Marxist and musician. His work [. . .] has been 
a wedding of music and dialectics; [. . .] he has experienced deeply 
the life and problems of the working class, his thought propels him 
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to music and to action. Sometimes the action is the organizing of a 
music front; sometimes it is the formation of a class of young 
composers; sometimes it is the music itself, or the teaching of 
socialism, through the clear, light, wiry structure of the Lehrstuck 
[sic], which he created with Brecht.143 
 
For Blitzstein, The Crisis in Music presented a much-needed “method, a 
scaffolding and framework any world-minded composer can adapt to his needs; 
more, it is the plan he must in some way follow [. . .] very possibly the manifesto 
for the revolutionary music of our time.”144 In fact, Eisler’s pamphlet provides 
particular insight into Blitzstein’s art. What, in the theater Brecht called 
“culinary”—passively consumed—art, Eisler likened to a drug: “Instead of 
aiming to effect a state of psychic stupefaction or anarchic excitation in the 
listener, music must work for the enlightenment of the consciousness”.145 Part VII 
of Eisler’s pamphlet contrasts lists of old and new purposes for music, calling to 
mind Brecht’s famous tables comparing “Dramatic Theatre” with “Epic Theatre,” 
and “Dramatic Opera” with “Epic Opera.”146 For example, Eisler recommends, 
“for the New Purpose” functional music, Lehrstücke (teaching pieces, the new 
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oratorio), Gebrauchsmusik (“music for a definite purpose”), and music “as a force 
to disturb the conventional musical concepts of the listener.”147 The new purpose 
of film music is to provide musical commentary, rather than the old type of 
“illustration” or “moodpainting.”148 Theater music of the old type was 
“[a]tmospheric and useful for producing illusions. Without independence”; the 
new type would be an “[i]ndependent element, as a musical commentary.”149 As 
for the composer, he (Eisler uses male or plural pronouns throughout his 
pamphlet) is no longer “a personality,” no longer concerned with “personal 
style.” Rather, he becomes “a specialist, mastering several styles of composing”, 
words it seems Blitzstein certainly took to heart.150 Eisler ends with this warning: 
“The attempts of some modern composers to reach new groups of listeners by 
artificially lowering standards while retaining the old narcotic function, is no 
solution.”151 Eisler’s manifesto provided Blitzstein with precisely the ideological 
clarity and structure his ever-deepening political convictions required during the 
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watershed year of 1936, with his career stalled between high art and popular 
media, the year his beloved Eva died, the same year he began and completed 
Cradle, his most overtly political, educational, Brechtian work, the work that 
finally established his reputation in the theater. 
Several scholars have also noted Brecht’s influence on Welles, perhaps 
originating with Blitzstein but encouraged by other events and projects the 
director undertook especially in the mid-1940s. When financial backing fell 
through, he refused to put off the opening of his Broadway spectacular, Around 
the World (1946, based on Jules Verne’s Around the World in Eighty Days)—in spite 
of urging from the show’s composer, Cole Porter—because it might have forced 
him to forfeit the opportunity to work with Brecht later that year on the new 
English version of Galileo that the playwright was making with actor Charles 
Laughton, and which Welles was slated to direct.152 In 1945, Brecht wrote in his 
journal (capitalization as in source): 
l. [Laughton] reads the play to ORSON WELLES, who instantly 
agrees to direct it. his attitude is agreeable, his remarks intelligent. 
at least he will not be afraid of the audience. he understands when i 
tell him that most of what ‘you can’t do in new york’ you ‘can’t do 
in berlin either’ (but ought to).153 
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When the Galileo project eventually collapsed, too, Welles no doubt took solace in 
the fact that Brecht himself called Around the World “the greatest thing I have 
seen in American theater. This is wonderful. This is what theater should be.”154 
(Eventually, it was Houseman who participated in the premiere of the English 
Galileo, in Los Angeles in 1947.155) To fund Around the World, Welles promised 
Harry Cohn, president of Columbia Pictures, that he would make him a film.156 
Leaming argues that that film, The Lady from Shanghai, shows the influence of 
Brecht’s ideas, explicitly in the famous “Chinese theater sequence” and, more 
generally, in the “singularly strange performances” throughout the film, all of 
which defy the norms of Hollywood naturalism.157 (In his essay “Alienation 
Effects in Chinese Acting,” Brecht used the traditional style of Chinese acting to 
exemplify his Verfremdungseffekt, whereby the audience is forced to maintain a 
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degree of emotional distance from the characters and events on the stage.158) “If 
The Lady from Shanghai has been generally underrated in film history,” Leaming 
writes “it is in part because its expressly Brechtian aspirations have been 
consistently overlooked.”159 
But whereas Blitzstein, like Brecht, Weill, and Eisler, was interested in the 
potential to educate through theater (about social forces, toward political 
struggle), Welles, it seems, was primarily concerned with educating the broader 
public about theater. As such, Anderegg notes, he was part of a trend in the early 
twentieth century toward “the rehabilitation of Shakespeare as a popular 
artist”,160 and the “radical democratic revival of the Elizabethan popular 
audience.”161 According to Anderegg, Welles hired a theater scholar to lecture 
about Shakespeare and the Elizabethan theater to the many school groups that 
came to the various Mercury productions of Elizabethan plays, and the same 
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lecturer toured with Julius Caesar.162 As a very young man at the Todd School in 
Woodstock, Illinois, Welles, with his friend and mentor Roger Hill, “edited for 
reading and arranged for staging” three of Shakespeare’s plays, The Merchant of 
Venice, Twelfth Night, and Julius Caesar, under the title Everybody’s Shakespeare.163 
The series, reedited in 1939 under the new title The Mercury Shakespeare, was 
reissued in conjunction with the Mercury Text Records releases mentioned 
above.164 Introductory material by both Hill and Welles reveals clear pedagogical 
intent, with breezily-written sections on how to engage with Shakespeare and the 
volume in hand, the playwright’s biography and other historical material, 
whimsical illustrations by Welles himself and, in the later editions, his essay “On 
Staging Shakespeare and on Shakespeare’s Stage.”  
In 1941, in response to a negative judgment of stylistic eclecticism and 
unevenness in Welles’s Citizen Kane, Brecht wrote in his journal (capitalization as 
in source): 
                                                        
162 Anderegg, Orson Welles, 27-28. 
 
163 William Shakespeare, Everybody’s Shakespeare: Three Plays Edited for Reading and Arranged for 
Staging, ed. Roger Hill and Orson Welles (Woodstock, IL: The Todd Press, 1934). 
 
164 Anderegg, Orson Welles, 39-41. Here Anderegg provides a much-needed inventory of the 
various editions of the Welles-Hill volumes noting, too, that the Mercury Text Records were the 
first full-length (though in some cases, heavily edited) recordings of Shakespeare’s plays ever to 
be commercially released. 
 
335 
i find that it is unfair to apply the word eclectic to techniques, and 
modern to use a variety of different styles for a variety of different 
functions. they [some friends of Brecht] are critical of orson welles’s 
showmanship. but he shows things that are interesting from a 
social point of view, though it may be that as an actor he has not 
yet turned his showmanship into a stylistic element.165 
 
Anderegg ends his study Orson Welles, Shakespeare, and Popular Culture with an 
essay titled “Welles as Performer: Shakespeare to Brecht” in which he 
enumerates the various ways that Welles’s acting style reflected his pedagogic 
aims. “What Welles most obviously shares with Brecht, apart from a lifelong 
interest in Shakespeare, can best be described as an irresistible pedagogic 
impulse. From Citizen Kane on (and before Kane on stage and in radio), Welles 
combined performance with a desire to explain the meaning of his performance” 
(emphasis added).166 Callow describes Welles the actor as “a spontaneous 
Brechtian. The famous and much-misunderstood Verfremdungseffekt was second 
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nature to [him]”.167 
 Nevertheless, Michael Denning’s statement that Welles was “the 
American Brecht, the single most important Popular Front artist in theater, radio, 
and film, both politically and aesthetically” seems to need some qualification.168 
Insofar as Welles pursued pedagogical ends in his work, sought to popularize 
serious drama and establish a “people’s theater,” lent his talent to “popular 
front” activities (such as the New Masses concert mentioned above),169 and 
achieved star status doing so (some might say in spite of doing so), the 
comparison to Brecht may hold. But even Welles’s seemingly Brechtian 
techniques were rarely if ever employed toward purely Brechtian—or 
Blitzsteinian—political ends. Rather, they were part of the arsenal, which 
included politics, of an artist concerned with pushing, even tearing down, the 
boundaries between the media in which he operated, promoting his artistic 
vision in order that he could continue to push those boundaries and promote 
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that vision. The contradictions are obvious. In an interview from 1937 (before his 
more serious encounter with the work of Brecht in the mid-1940s), the man who 
would soon dupe millions of American radio-listeners into believing they were 
under attack by Martians declared himself a believer in “the factual theatre. 
People should not be fooled. They should know they are in the theatre, and with 
that knowledge they may be taken to any height of which the magic of words 
and lights is capable of taking them.” He advocated “a return to the Elizabethan 
and the Greek theatre. To achieve that simplicity, that wholesomeness, to force 
the audience into giving the play the same creative attention that a medieval 
crowd gave a juggler on a box in the market place, you have to enchant and 
beguile them.”170 Magic, enchantment, beguilement: all decidedly un-Brechtian 
concepts. Welles’s work belied his assertions of factuality and simplicity—his 
artistry was, by all accounts, complex, mesmeric, and masterfully opportunistic. 
Two things that most commentators seem to agree upon is that it was 
Blitzstein’s influence on the young Welles that opened his eyes to the possibilities 
of the left-wing popular front, both as an ideology and as an audience; and that 
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Welles was particularly obsessed with the fight against fascism. According to 
Henry Senber, publicist for the Mercury Theatre, the “moral” of the Mercury’s 
“anti-fascist” Caesar was that “not assassination, but education of the masses, 
permanently removes dictatorship.”171 Literary scholar Maria Wyke makes the 
implication explicit: “what might best make [the masses] come alive to [the 
dangers of dictatorship] is clearly political drama such as Welles’s modern-dress 
production of Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar.”172 
 
Caesar 
Welles’s version of educational theater, as it was manifest in the Mercury 
Caesar, was a brilliant modern mix of highbrow and low, modernism and 
melodrama, cutting-edge experimental theater and history lesson, fascist 
showmanship in the service of anti-fascist agit-prop. “Welles dragged Caesar 
with traumatic abruptness into the twentieth century,” wrote Shakespeare 
scholar John Ripley “accompanied by a degree of controversy unknown in its 
                                                        
171 Henry Senber, letter to Harry B. Nason, Jr., October 28, 1937. 
 
172 Maria Wyke, Caesar in the USA (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012), 123. In fact, as 
Anderegg points out, Brecht himself considered making a film about Caesar, his description of 
which calls to mind elements of the Mercury adaptation: “You could dye the tunics dark colours 
and have them elegantly cut. The plebs could wear trousers and shirts. The public would come to 
see this kind of thing since its interest in history and large-scale politics has been awakened.” 
Brecht, Journals, 219; Anderegg, Orson Welles, 191n4. 
 
339 
history.”173 The Mercury Theatre’s Julius Caesar opened on November 11, 1937, 
the inaugural production of the fledgling company formed shortly after Welles 
and Houseman split from the FTP.174 The title was shortened to Caesar in some 
(but not all) contemporary sources (the playbill for the show uses the full title, 
The Tragedy of Julius Caesar) and the subtitle “The Death of a Dictator” 
unofficially appended, especially in more recent literature.175 Few American 
theater productions have received greater scholarly attention than this modern-
dress “fascist”—or “anti-fascist”—version of Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, “widely 
regarded as one of the defining productions of the play in its four-hundred-year 
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history.”176  
In a letter to critic Burns Mantle, Houseman, the show’s producer, wrote: 
“With our first play, Julius Caesar, we have tried to combine the production of a 
classic masterpiece with elements of obvious timely significance. It is quite 
extraordinary how modern Shakespeare’s text is in light of political situations in 
the world today.”177 Those situations were, of course, the rise of numerous 
fascistic regimes across Europe in the 1920s and 30s, most notably in Italy, 
Germany, and Spain. Wyke writes that the production’s modern style “invited 
audiences to understand it as an urgent warning and a vital lesson about the 
dangers of European dictatorships.”178 Welles himself tempered the associations, 
in print if not in practice: “I produced the play in modern dress to sharpen 
contemporary interest rather than to point up or stunt up present day detail. I’m 
trying to let Shakespeare’s lines do the job of making the play applicable to the 
tensions of our time. It’s a timeless tragedy about Caesarism and the collapse of 
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democracy under Caesarism.”179 Though neither the idea of a modern-dress 
Julius Caesar, nor the play as an allegory of dictatorship, was original to Welles, 
he was “the first to turn [them] into a critical and commercial success.”180 The 
Wilmington, Delaware FTP had done a modern-dress Julius Caesar as loose 
fascist allegory earlier the same year though it was, by all accounts, not nearly as 
pointed or as conceptually avant-garde as the Mercury’s version and scholars 
seem to agree that it is unlikely Welles saw it.181 The Mercury production broke 
the record for the longest-running Shakespeare play on Broadway to that time 
and afterward it became commonplace to emphasize sociopolitical aspects of the 
play through production concepts of relocation and updating.182  
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“A stage production” writes theater historian Jean Chothia, “cannot be 
retrieved. [. . .] It can only be aimed at from the traces it leaves. Because of the 
impact this particular production made, however, the traces are unusually strong 
[. . .] The archive to which we do have access includes production photographs, 
the designer’s stage plans, Welles’ adapted script, contemporary commentary 
and reviews, and subsequent recollections by those who planned, performed in 
or witnessed the production.”183 Clothia fails to mention one vital aspect of the 
production for which archival material is also available: its music. Blitzstein’s 
contribution has received little musicological attention (aside from Pollack’s 
noteworthy description in his recent biography of Blitzstein, pp. 212-14), in spite 
of the fact that the score is extant, albeit in various pieces among the papers of 
both composer and director, some in the composer’s hand, some in the hands of 
various copyists, some original manuscript, some Photostat negatives, some 
                                                                                                                                                                     
Caesar in Interesting Times,” in Remaking Shakespeare: Performance across Media, Genres and 
Cultures, ed. Pascale Aebischer, Edward J. Esche, and Nigel Wheale (New York: Palgrave 
MacMillan, 2003), 125. Horst Zander sees similarities to Welles’s production in the first U.S. 
televised version (1949). Horst Zander, “Julius Caesar and the Critical Legacy,” in Julius Caesar: 
New Critical Essays, ed. Horst Zander (New York: Routledge, 2005), 42. Anderegg mentions 
several more recent productions that update the play’s locale for contemporary political 
resonance. He also suggests debts to the Mercury production in the 1953 MGM film of Julius 
Caesar, produced by Houseman. Anderegg, “Orson Welles and After,” 300-303. See also Ripley, 
Julius Caesar on Stage, 233-74. 
 
183 Chothia, “Julius Caesar in Interesting Times,” 128. 
 
343 
clearly finished portions, some suggesting emendations by the composer 
(possibly during production), and some clearly fragmentary sketches.  
 It appears from existing records that Blitzstein initially planned upwards 
of twenty-seven musical cues for Caesar, fewer than half of which made it into 
the show. Among Blitzstein’s papers, a page titled “Sound-Music Plot for JULIUS 
CAESAR” reveals itself to be a very early, perhaps even initial, conception, 
possibly Welles’s own (though no such document is found among Welles’s 
papers) and, as such, has not factored significantly into the present study. A set 
of eleven pages of Photostat negative copies of manuscript in Blitzstein’s hand at 
the WHS seems to correspond with the majority of the music cues written into 
one of the surviving promptbooks for the production, held in the Theater 
Division at the New York Public Library (NYPL).184 Originals for seven of these 
copies (pp. 1-6 and 11, the pages numbered in their upper corners) can be found, 
along with a great many more pages of manuscript, not all in Blitzstein’s hand, 
among the Wilson-Welles Papers at Indiana University (IU). Curiously, some of 
these originals show emendations that do not appear in the WHS Photostat 
copies, indicating that they were further marked, apparently by Blitzstein 
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himself, after the copies had been made; thus it seems reasonable to assume that 
the copies are more or less contemporary with the production. Another one of 
the WHS Photostat pages (p. 7, Cues 5 and 6) looks almost identical to a page of 
original manuscript (same cues) at IU, though close examination reveals it is not. 
Another nearly complete version, an original manuscript in the hand of a copyist 
identified by a stamp as David Drubeck/D721/Local 802/Registered 19?8 
(presumably 1938—the third digit of the date is impossible to read on all pages), 
is also present in the Wilson-Welles collection at IU.185 Additionally, both 
collections contain a great many miscellaneous pages of manuscript showing 
deleted cues, sketches, and various instrumental parts, some in Blitzstein’s hand, 
some in other hands.  
 The reconstruction and analysis below, including transcriptions, is based 
upon the set of Photostat copies at the WHS, supplemented where necessary by 
the IU “Drubeck” set (for Cues 11 and 12), in tandem with the NYPL 
promptbook, from which all direct quotes of the play are drawn. Transcriptions 
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follow the originals as closely as possible. Additional sources, both contemporary 
and subsequent, include Houseman’s memoirs; descriptions and recollections 
left by Welles, Blitzstein, and others; publicity and other printed material 
associated with the production; contemporary reviews; additional archival 
materials; and recent scholarship.  
 In order to achieve his ends—fast-paced melodrama with modern political 
resonance—Welles drastically reshaped Shakespeare’s original to a running time 
of under two hours (without intermission), cutting the opening scene, beginning 
instead with Caesar’s entrance, eliminating all battle scenes and most of the final 
two acts, altering and rearranging the rest, and interpolating lines from other 
Shakespeare plays, all to suit his directorial concept.186 In general, Welles focused 
his version on Caesar “as the personification of dictatorship,”187 and on his own 
role of Brutus as “the classical picture of the eternal, impotent, ineffectual, 
fumbling liberal, the reformer who wants to do something about things but 
doesn’t know how and gets it in the neck in the end.”188 The part of Antony is 
reduced mainly to his famous speeches and the one-dimensional function of 
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demagogue. Thus Welles “condensed [Julius Caesar] into a melodrama about the 
failure of liberalism caught between despotism and mob hysteria”,189 turning it 
into a 
fast-moving tale of a well-meaning altruist caught between Fascist 
authoritarianism at the top of the social scale and animal 
viciousness at the bottom. Unable to fight Caesarism with its own 
weapons, violence and demagogy, Brutus liberates by his 
misguided idealism the very forces which destroy him and his 
cause.190  
 
Because his script takes such liberties with the original—“not so much a revival 
of a play as a recreation”191—I have favored plot descriptions here (as with my 
analysis of Thomson’s Much Ado, above) with indications of the relationship of 
Welles’s adaptation to Shakespeare’s original where useful. 
In addition to photographs and set designs, literally dozens of 
descriptions of the production’s visual aspects exist, both contemporary and 
subsequent. Before Welles, Julius Caesar was traditionally staged using sets that 
depicted or at least suggested ancient Roman architecture and decor. Togas, 
tunics, cloaks, and sandals were the standard attire. In stark contrast, the 
                                                        
189 Kennedy, Looking at Shakespeare, 148. For a much more detailed, yet clear and concise (if 
somewhat obviously disapproving), summary of Welles’s alterations to the original play, see 
Ripley, Julius Caesar on Stage, 223-26. 
 
190 Ripley, Julius Caesar on Stage, 222. 
 
191 Ibid., 223. 
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Mercury stage was covered entirely by 
a series of huge, subtly graded platforms [. . .]. First came the main 
downstage playing area [. . .] which rose in a gentle rake to meet a 
set of shallow steps running the full width of the stage. These led to 
[a] plateau, the midstage playing area, then rose again through 
another set of steps to a final narrow crest, six and a half feet above 
stage level, before falling back down in a steep, fanning ramp that 
ended close to the rear wall of the theater. This gave the stage an 
appearance of enormous depth and a great variety of playing 
areas.192 
 
No scenery or flies were used, and the bare brick back wall of the theater—
exposed to view with all its various doors, steam pipes, and fire extinguishers—
was painted what Houseman described as “the standard barn red”193—but which 
became in reviews and reminiscences “crimson”194 or “blood red.”195 The 
platforms were painted the same color.196 “The high loft,” wrote an unnamed 
reviewer for Time magazine, “emptied of its scenery, lent itself to a grotesque 
                                                        
192 Houseman, Unfinished Business, 148. 
 
193 Ibid. 
 
194 John Mason Brown, review of Julius Caesar, New York Post, November 12, 1937, reprinted in 
Stanley Wells, ed., Shakespeare in the Theatre: An Anthology of Criticism (Oxford: Clarendon, 1997), 
221. 
 
195 Sidney B. Whipple, “New ‘Julius Caesar’ at the Mercury Theater,” New York World-Telegram, 
n.d., reprinted in James Shapiro, ed., Shakespeare in America: An Anthology from the Revolution to 
Now (New York: The Library of America, 2014), 442. 
 
196 Houseman, Unfinished Business, 148, 171; Mordecai Gorelik, New Theatre for Old (New York: 
Samuel French, 1949), 282. No color images of the production, if any ever existed, appear to have 
been preserved. 
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play of light and shadow.”197 
The lighting for the production, designed by Jean Rosenthal, just at the 
beginning of a remarkable career as one of the New York theater’s most 
innovative and pioneering lighting designers, was “[t]he crucial element in the 
décor”,198 “used to illuminate [Shakespeare’s] lines as well as faces,”199 with 
elements “inspired by Albert Speer’s designs for the Nazi Party rallies at 
Nuremberg (including a lighting cue that directly referenced Speer’s ‘Cathedral 
of Light’ effect).”200 “Pouring light down from overhead and streaming it upward 
in stabbing columns through traps in the platforms and steps,” Rosenthal 
“defined space, narrowing and widening it at will [remote-controlled lighting 
was a recent innovation], faded scenes in and out with cinematic freedom [. . .], 
and created atmosphere with a speed and flexibility undreamt of by 
conventional scenery.”201 Simple costumes suggested contemporary military 
uniforms for Caesar and Antony and, for the mob, “the dark, nondescript street 
                                                        
197 N.a., “New Plays in Manhattan,” Time 30/21 (November 22, 1937), n.p. 
 
198 Ripley, Julius Caesar on Stage, 226. 
 
199 Michel Mok, “Brutus and the Mob.” 
 
200 Smith, “Orson Welles,” 498. 
 
201 Ripley, Julius Caesar on Stage, 226. 
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clothes of the big-city proletariat.”202 As Brutus, “high-minded, aristocratic, 
liberal-intellectual,”203 Welles was costumed in a suit he described as “nice and 
conservative [. . .] double-breasted blue from the best Wall Street tailor.”204 The 
overall format and effect were perhaps closer to film and, in some ways, radio 
drama than traditional theater, “an elusive, almost symphonic creation of light, 
shadow, sound, and shifting images caught in a timeless space” wrote Ripley. 
“Much was suggested, almost nothing represented. Atmosphere was 
everything.”205 Gordon imagines that “the frightening pace of the show riveted 
the viewers’ attention, as though they were watching a newsreel of 
contemporary history”.206  
In his introduction to the published version of the Mercury script, Richard 
France asserts that Welles “needed a structure to carry his explosive symbols, 
and the one that best suited his purpose was melodrama.”207 In fact, in addition 
                                                        
202 Houseman, Unfinished Business, 149. 
 
203 Ibid., 150. 
 
204 Mok, “Brutus and the Mob.” In his memoires, Houseman evidently misremembered it as black 
pinstripe (Houseman, Unfinished Business, 150). 
 
205 Ripley, Julius Caesar on Stage, 226. 
 
206 Gordon, Mark the Music, 158. 
 
207 Richard France, Preface to Julius Caesar, in Orson Welles on Shakespeare: The W.P.A. and Mercury 
Theatre Playscripts, ed. Richard France (New York: Greenwood Press, 1990), 103. 
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to the newsreel, melodrama is frequently evoked in descriptions of the 
production. It is no surprise, then, especially given the non-representational 
nature of the mise-en-scène and the apparently filmic nature of the action, that 
music should have played a pivotal role in it. Shakespeare’s tragedies and 
histories traditionally require less music than his comedies, and most of that in 
Shakespeare’s own time, F. W. Sternfeld suggested, would have been 
instrumental.208 Of Blitzstein’s contribution, Houseman wrote that “Marc’s [. . .] 
flexible score [. . .] was strong, effective and easily cued.” He 
managed to achieve amazingly varied effects—from the distant 
bugles of a sleeping camp to the blaring brass and deep, massive, 
rhythmic beat which insistently evoked the pounding march of 
Hitler’s storm troopers that we were hearing with increasing 
frequency over the radio and in the newsreels. Added to this was 
the ominous rumble of the electric organ on certain base stops 
which set the whole theatre trembling and the deep booming of a 
huge, old-fashioned thunder drum which had been especially 
constructed, years before, for the American production of Chu Chin 
Chow.209 
 
In addition to a Hammond organ, Blitzstein’s score calls for trumpet in C, French 
horn, and percussion consisting of one small kettledrum (pitched C), bass drum, 
                                                                                                                                                                     
 
208 Frederick William Sternfeld, Music in Shakespearean Tragedy (London: Routledge and Kegan 
Paul, 1963), 4. 
 
209 Houseman, Run-through: A Memoir, 307. Chu Chin Chow was a British musical comedy that ran 
on Broadway during the 1917-18 season. 
 
351 
snare drum, cymbal, and two chimes (G and A). The thunder drum parts are 
indicated in some versions of the score, but not all, probably played by a stage 
hand, not a member of the musicians’ union. 
It seems clear from the show’s publicity that Blitzstein’s name had 
considerable draw at the time, no doubt thanks to his sudden fame following 
Cradle. His is often the only name other than Welles’s to appear in promotional 
materials and, in the playbill, Blitzstein is the only artist, apart from Welles, 
given special billing. The title page of the playbill reads  
THE MERCURY THEATRE 
presents 
THE TRAGEDY OF 
JULIUS CAESAR 
By 
WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE 
Production by Orson Welles 
Music by Marc Blitzstein210 
 
followed by the beginning of the cast list. Blitzstein’s publicity value is even 
more apparent in the left-wing press: for example, in his article for the Daily 
Worker announcing the formation of the Mercury Theatre, Houseman gives 
special mention to the composer and, of the three photographs that accompany 
the article, one is of Welles, one is of their WPA production of Macbeth (see 
                                                        
210 Box 23, Richard Wilson-Orson Welles Papers, University of Michigan. 
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Chapter Three), and one is of Blitzstein.211 An unsigned copy of his contract for 
the production states that he was to be paid 2% up to $3,000.00 gross, 2½% up to 
$5,000.00 gross, and 3% up to $6,000.00 gross. A separate contract, dated 
February 15, 1938 (this one signed by both Houseman and Blitzstein), allows for 
a weekly royalty of $50 from the touring production of Caesar. The playbill for 
the New York production credits I. L. Epstein as music director.212 
“You are apt to be shocked when the curtain rises to disclose in the dim 
gray light that shades rather than illuminates the blood-red brick wall at the 
back” wrote Sidney Whipple in the New York World-Telegram, “a modern Caesar 
in the type of military uniform affected by a Mussolini or a Hitler, his head 
thrown back in characteristic arrogance to receive the hails of the populace. But 
when you have recovered from this first surprise (which is as soon as the first 
words are uttered) you accept the situation and continue to accept it to the 
end.”213 The production began in darkness to the loud, brazenly militant strains  
                                                        
211 Houseman, “Again—A People’s Theatre; The Mercury Takes a Bow.” 
 
212 Box 33, U.S. Mss. 35AN, Marc Blitzstein Papers, WHS. 
 
213 Whipple, “New ‘Julius Caesar’,” 442. A typewritten series of notes in the Wilson-Welles 
Collection at the University of Michigan, which corresponds to a Caesar script in the same 
collection, states: “The Mercury had no stage curtain.” Given that Richard Wilson worked on the 
Mercury production of Caesar, it is possible that these are his own notes, though they appear to be 
recollections after the fact. N.a., Unidentified list of notes related to Mercury Caesar production, 
n.d., Box 23, Richard Wilson-Orson Welles Papers, University of Michigan. Gorelik wrote that 
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Ex. 4.1: Caesar, Cue 1214 
                                                                                                                                                                     
“the curtain of the Mercury production [of Caesar] went up and stayed up to the end of the 
show.” Gorelik, New Theatre for Old, 282. 
 
214 All music by Marc Blitzstein for Julius Caesar copyright 1937 by Christopher Davis and The 
Kurt Weill Foundation for Music, Inc., as successor to Marc Blitzstein. Copyright renewed. 
Reprinted with permission. 
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of Blitzstein’s “fascist march” (Cue 1, Ex. 4.1, referred to as “overture” in a few 
primary and several secondary sources, though not in the score) reminiscent of 
the familiar military marches of totalitarian pageantry, especially the 
Blanc/Castaldo “Giovinezza,” official anthem of Mussolini’s National Fascist 
Party. Given both the context of this march and its dotted rhythms, it also calls to 
mind Weill’s “Ballade von Cäsars Tod” from Der Silbersee (1933), which may 
have been influenced by similar sources. Following an opening kettledrum roll 
(m. 1), a cymbal crash marks the entrance of the organ (m. 2), which establishes  
the marching motion with an oom-pah accompaniment on an A-flat major chord, 
punctuated by aggressively pounding eighth notes alternating between 
kettledrum and bass drum. The trumpet, horn, and the right hand of the organ 
enter (m. 3) with a banal double-dotted melody in C major, a melody that, 
through it very banality, evokes the facile, propagandistic optimism of so much 
militaristic nationalist music. Almost immediately, Blitzstein disturbs the  
regularity of his melody with a 5/4 measure (m. 4), the extra beat of which allows 
him to return to the opening melodic segment (m. 5) after just two measure, at 
the same time creating the unease that comes from throwing an extra beat into 
the four-square progress of the march. The opening melodic phrase is unusual in 
that it is made up of five measures divided into two parallel phrase members, the 
356 
first, two measures long, the second, three measure long. At m. 8, the melodic 
parts move to the relative region of A minor, while the accompaniment moves to 
a repeated B-flat-major seven chord. The alternating eighth-note figure between 
kettledrum and bass drum that has been constant since m. 2 is interrupted and a 
new figure is established for the new bitonal area, consisting of quarter rests 
alternating with kettledrum rolls and a low thud on the bass drum. At the end of 
m. 9, “Stop” is indicated in the score, suggesting that this is where Caesar 
delivered his opening line (and that m. 10 was thus omitted in performance). The 
3/2 measure becomes essentially a 5/4 measure, echoing the 5/4 measure earlier 
in the piece, and serving a similar function, to unbalance the marching motion. 
These metric and phraseological irregularities, coupled with the work’s 
bitonality, may be heard to serve an ironic function whereby the very fabric of 
the music contains its own critique, subverting the ideological implications 
inherent in the surface references to glibly optimistic nationalism and military 
pageantry. An underlying sense of menace goes beyond mere external 
associations or implications to a dialectical tension inherent in Blitzstein’s 
musical construction. 
In his article for Modern Music “On Writing Music for the Theatre,” 
published just after Caesar opened, Blitzstein cites this march as an example of 
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theater music that is more than merely background:  
Sometimes [music] comes down front for a closeup, and takes over, 
as when it gets written into the plot. The fascist March which opens 
the Mercury production of Julius Caesar is a case in point. Less an 
overture than an initial statement of theme, I had it cut off abruptly 
at Caesar’s first words ‘Bid every noise be still!’”215 
 
In other words, source music (understood by the spectators to originate from a 
source within the world of the play and audible to the characters in it). Several 
years later Blitzstein reworked this “fascist” march as part of the fifth movement 
of his Airborne Symphony, titled “The Enemy,” in which narration and rhythmic 
chanting turn it into an ominous representation of Nazism. 
Welles essentially reversed the opening two scenes of Shakespeare’s 
original (in addition to cutting them severely) so that the show might begin with 
Caesar’s entrance. The promptbook is not specific as to the exact configuration of 
the actors’ entrances, but it seems probable that the crowed for the opening scene 
positioned itself on stage in the darkness, perhaps as the music played, so that, 
when the lights came up, the focus was upon the entrance of Caesar and his 
entourage, including Antony, Publius, and Metellus. The music stops abruptly as 
Caesar speaks his opening line, “Bid every noise be still!” (borrowed from 2.1.14).  
From somewhere unseen, the soothsayer calls “Caesar! [. . .] Beware the Ides of  
                                                        
215 Marc Blitzstein, “On Writing Music for the Theatre,” Modern Music (January-February 1938): 
83. This article appeared during the run of Caesar. 
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Ex. 4.2: Caesar, Cue 2 
  
359 
 
 
Ex. 4.2 (continued) 
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Ex. 4.2 (continued) 
  
361 
March!” (2.1.18). After fruitless efforts to identify the speaker, Caesar and his 
men exit and the crowd begins to disperse. Downstage, the tribunes Flavius and 
Marullus chastise a carpenter and a cobbler for turning out to celebrate the man 
who has vanquished Pompey. 
As Marullus sends the commoners off with the admonishing question “do 
you now strew flowers in his way, that comes in triumph over Pompey’s blood?” 
the march is heard again, this time pianissimo as if from afar (Cue 2, Ex. 4.2).  
This is followed by a truncated version of that portion of Act I, Scene 2 that 
follows the scene with the soothsayer in Shakespeare’s original (which, as noted, 
Welles moved to the opening of the show). After the tribunes exit, Brutus and 
Cassius enter and it appears from the promptbook that the ensuing dialogue is at 
least partly spoken over the march playing softly in the background. Occasional 
shouts of “Hail!” are heard from off-stage through the course of a dialogue in 
which Cassius plants in Brutus’ mind the seeds of action against Caesar. A short 
fanfare sounds (Cue 3, Ex. 4.3), no doubt intended to be heard as part of the off-
stage pageantry that has been implied musically. Casca enters and, upon 
questioning by Cassius and Brutus, reveals that three times Antony offered a 
king’s crown to Caesar and three times Caesar refused it. Brutus exits as Caesar  
362 
 
Ex. 4.3: Caesar, Cue 3 
 
and his party reenter. Caesar reveals to Antony his mistrust of Cassius’ “lean and 
hungry look,” but Antony reassures him that Cassius is no danger. The scene 
ends on Caesar’s line “I rather tell thee what is to be feared, than what I fear; for 
always . . . I am Caesar.” As the lights dim, a storm arises, with lightning flashes 
and thunder, as if the very elements themselves warned of the dangers of such 
hubris (Cue 4, Ex. 4.4). In between flashes, the stage clears so that the second 
flash reveals it empty. 
The next scene (from 2.1 of the original), the conspiracy, is played against 
the sound of the storm, with the thunder drum fading to an ominous rumble as 
Cassius, Cinna and, eventually, Casca, enter and speak (a truncated adaptation 
of 1.3 in the original). Resolved to draw Brutus into their conspiracy 
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Ex. 4.4: Caesar, Cue 4 
against Caesar, they exit as the sounds of the storm die away. Reading a note 
from the conspirators, Brutus enters, followed soon by his wife, Portia, who asks 
him why he is so troubled. At the sound of a knock, Brutus sends her away. 
Lucius, his servant boy, enters to say that Cassius is outside and wishes to speak 
with him. Lucius exits and soon Cassius, Casca, Decius, Cinna, Metellus Cimber, 
and Trebonius—the conspirators recruited to that point—enter. As they  
 
Ex. 4.5: Caesar, Cue 5 
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agree to eliminate Caesar, for the good of Rome—but to leave unharmed his 
right-hand Antony—three chimes are heard as if from a striking clock (Cue 5, Ex. 
4.5). Before long, Lucius enters again, this time with Caius Ligarius, who joins the 
conspiracy. The scene ends as the conspirators exit and the lights fades. Eight 
chimes sound, one for each conspirator (Cue 6, Ex. 4.6). 
 
Ex. 4.6: Caesar, Cue 6 
 
 
 In the next scene (from 2.2 of the original), Calpurnia, Caesar’s wife, urges 
him not to go to the Senate that day: she has had dreams in which his statue 
spouts blood. Decius arrives and convinces him that Calpurnia has 
misinterpreted her dreams, which rather signify “that from you great Rome shall 
suck reviving blood”. Eventually Brutus, Casca, Trebonius, Ligarius, Cinna, and 
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Metellus all enter, followed by Antony.216 After brief dialogue, they “exeunt 
severally,” leaving the stage empty. Artemidorus (a teacher of Rhetoric in 
Shakespeare’s original) enters reading the petition of warning he intends to give 
to Caesar regarding the conspiracy and naming the conspirators (from 2.3 of the 
original, though in neither version do we learn how he knows about the 
conspiracy). Immediately, a fanfare (Cue 7, Ex. 4.7) announces Caesar preceded  
 
Ex. 4.7: Caesar, Cue 7 
                                                        
216 The promptbook indicates that Caesar speaks the line “Now, Cinna; now, Metellus!” which 
would seem to indicate that they, too, have entered, though no specific entrances for them are 
indicated as they are for each of the others. 
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by a crowd that includes Artemidorus and other petitioners, and followed by 
Antony, Publius, Ligarius, and the eight conspirators. Cries of “Hail, Caesar!” 
ring out from the assembly. The soothsayer is again heard calling to Caesar. “The 
ides of March are come” replies Caesar. “Aye, Caesar,” the voice calls back, “but 
not gone.” This and the dialogue that follows are Welles’s reconstruction of 
portions of Act III, Scene 1. As various suits are made to Caesar, Trebonius 
manages to remove Antony from the crowd and the two exit together. 
Artemidorus fails to convince Caesar to read his warning. 
Away from the crowd, Caesar hears suits from the Senate. He refuses 
Metellus’ petition to revoke the banishment of his brother with the words “I am 
constant as the northern star [. . .] wilt thou lift up Olympus?” Thus provoked, 
Casca, upstage left, delivers the first of the conspirators’ deadly blows, with 
which he sends his victim stumbling downstage right as each conspirator stabs 
him in turn, ending with Brutus downstage right. “Et tu Brute!” Caesar gasps as 
the final dagger find its mark, “Then fall, Caesar!” He dies at the front of the 
stage.217  
                                                        
217 The same typewritten series of notes in the Wilson-Welles Collection referred to above states: 
“The conspirators were positioned in a diagonal line, from Casca upstage left to Brutus 
downstage right, with Caesar stumbling from one of them to the other and being stabbed.” 
Unidentified list of notes, Richard Wilson-Orson Welles Papers, University of Michigan. 
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With cries of “Peace! Liberty! Freedom! Tyranny is dead!” some of the 
conspirators, now assassins, exit, some remain. Before long, Antony enters. 
Assessing the situation shrewdly, he vows his allegiance to Brutus and the 
remaining conspirators, and asks in return only that he be allowed to speak at 
Caesar’s funeral. Against Cassius’ advice, Brutus agrees. Antony is left alone on 
the stage to deliver a soliloquy assembled from portions of the various speeches 
Shakespeare gave him throughout the original scene, beginning with “O mighty 
Caesar! Dost thou lie so low?” and ending with “Cry ‘Havoc,’ and let slip the 
dogs of war”, hitting most of the highlights in between. The blackout that follows 
is marked by a massive fff tone cluster on the organ (Cue 8, Ex. 4.8) accompanied  
 
Ex. 4.8: Caesar, Cue 8 
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by rolls on the thunder drum and cymbals, during which the mob enters the 
darkened stage shouting: “I will hear Brutus speak!”—“I will hear Cassius [. . 
.]”—“Silence!” (from 3.2 in the original). The “music” fades as Brutus prepares to 
speak. 
Though not indicated in the promptbook, some sort of portable 
platform—Mordecai Gorelik called it a rostrum—was wheeled on to the stage 
from the back at this point, to serve as a podium for the funeral speeches to 
follow.218 These were delivered from the back of the stage, with the mob situated 
between the speaker and the house, their backs to the audience. Thus the funeral 
orations were delivered directly out to the audience, over the heads of the 
onstage mob. Because of cost, no padding was added beneath the platforms, 
resulting in what Houseman described as “a hollow, drumming sound” from the 
footfall of the actors that “added an ominous and highly dramatic element to our 
mob scenes.”219 Brutus delivers his explanatory oration, “Not that I lov’d Caesar 
less, but that I lov’d Rome more” etc. (3.2.12-52) and manages to convince the 
                                                        
218 Gorelik, New Theatre for Old, 282. See illustration 67 in Kennedy, Looking at Shakespeare, 150. The 
same typewritten series of notes in the Wilson-Welles Collection referred to above states: “Both 
for [Brutus’] and Antony’s speech, a wooden pulpit was rolled in, upstage center. Brutus was 
seen in a cross of light, while for Antony the so-called ‘Nuremberg effect’ was used.” 
Unidentified list of notes, Richard Wilson-Orson Welles Papers, University of Michigan. 
 
219 Houseman, Unfinished Business, 148. 
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crowd that Caesar’s death was necessary for the good of Rome. Antony enters 
with Caesar’s body; Brutus, exiting, entreats the Romans to stay and hear what 
he has to say. Curiously, Welles opted to omit the brief exchange, 3.2.54-57, 
wherein the plebeians suggest Brutus himself be crowned Caesar, though it 
would seem to support his portrait of the mob as too easily swayed, too ready to 
relinquish its freedom. 
 Antony now ascends the podium to deliver his famous funeral oration 
(complete but for a few lines): 
Friends, Romans, countrymen, lend me your ears! 
I come to bury Caesar, not to praise him. 
The evil that men do lives after them, 
The good is oft interred with their bones; 
So let it be with Caesar. 
 
This was the moment at which the famous “Nuremburg” lighting effect, focusing 
up from below on the speaker, casting huge shadows above and behind, was 
used to its most terrifying effectiveness.220 The crowd is all-too-quickly swayed 
by Antony’s words. Before reading Caesar’s will to them, he descends to the 
body and pulls back Caesar’s cloak dramatically, revealing his mutilated corpse. 
Finally, the will is read, in which  
To every Roman citizen he gives, 
                                                        
220 See illustration 67 in Kennedy, Looking at Shakespeare, 150. 
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To every several man, seventy-five drachmas. 
 
By the end of Antony’s scene, the mob is primed to avenge Caesar’s death; they 
exit in search of Brutus and the other conspirators. “Now let it work; mischief 
thou art afoot,” says Antony to himself, “take thou what course thou wilt.”221 
  The next scene (3.3 in the original), in which Cinna the Poet is mistaken 
by the murderous mob for Cinna the Conspirator, had, up to the time of the 
Mercury production, generally been omitted in American presentations of Julius  
Caesar.222 After much wrestling with it conceptually,223 Welles (and the actor, 
Norman Lloyd, playing the poet) turned it into one of the pivotal, and by all 
accounts most terrifying, scenes in the production.224 The poet’s “gently comic 
bewilderment, his pathetic innocence and the crushing climax as the human 
juggernaut rolls down upon him make this one of the most dynamic scenes in 
today’s theater” wrote Whipple.225 As the mob descends upon him, and the entire  
                                                        
221 From the promptbook used for this reconstruction, it is impossible to know how, or even if, the 
podium was repositioned or removed prior to the next scene. 
 
222 Ripley, Julius Caesar on Stage, 224. 
 
223 Houseman, Run-through, 309-12. 
 
224 Many descriptions of the scene exist. See, for example, Whipple, “New ‘Julius Caesar’,” 445; 
Chothia, “Julius Caesar in Interesting Times,” 123-24; Maria Wyke, Caesar in the USA, 124;Ripley, 
Julius Caesar on Stage in England and America, 228-29; France, The Theatre of Orson Welles, 114-16; 
Callow, Orson Welles, 335; Smith, “Orson Welles,” 500-501. 
 
225 Whipple, “New ‘Julius Caesar’,” 445. 
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Ex. 4.9: Caesar, Cue 9 
 
 
ensemble disappears down the back of the stage, the ill-fated poet utters his final 
desperate cry—“No, I’m not Cinna the Conspirator!”— cut sickeningly short by a 
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melodramatic tone cluster from the bass register of the organ, soon joined by a 
roll on the snare drum, followed by a few notes of doleful comment in imitative 
counterpoint between muted trumpet and horn—all the comment  
necessary on the horror of what has just happened (Cue 9, Ex. 4.9).226 
 In the scene that follows (from 4.2 and 4.3 in the original), preparations for 
war are underway. The forces of Antony and Octavius, Caesar’s adopted son, 
prepare to fight the forces of Brutus, Cassius, and the rest of the conspirators, 
though Welles entirely omitted the battle scenes; in fact, as noted above, he left 
out most of Shakespeare’s last two acts. Brutus and Cassius quarrel, then 
reconcile. As Cassius exits, Brutus calls for his servant boy Lucius:  
Canst thou hold up thy heavy eyes a while 
And touch thy instrument a strain or two? 
 
Since Shakespeare’s directions at this point merely state “Music, and a song,” 
Welles had Blitzstein set Shakespeare’s “Orpheus with his lute” from Henry VIII 
(3.1.3-14) for Lucius to sing to Brutus (Cue 10, Ex. 4.10), a common interpolation 
in this scene.227 Since the young actor playing Lucius was able to play the ukulele, 
                                                        
226 The same typewritten series of notes in the Wilson-Welles Collection referred to above states: 
“This final line of Cinna’s was delivered during a blackout and was followed by a Hammond 
organ being struck full volume on all its bass keys and pedals for 45 seconds.” Unidentified list of 
notes, Richard Wilson-Orson Welles Papers, University of Michigan. 
 
227 Sternfeld, Music in Shakespearean Tragedy, 81. I have yet to discover if this was true in Welles’s 
and Blitzstein’s day, or if they were involved in setting a trend. 
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a ukulele was rigged to look something like a lute with a triangular unit fitted 
around the body of the instrument. Thus Lucius was able to accompany himself 
onstage as he sang on an instrument that, at least visually, echoed the song’s text 
and suggested the Elizabethan (notwithstanding the entirely updated setting).228 
It is late at night. Implied are the battle field and the tent in which Brutus 
awaits his own inevitable defeat and death: “think not, thou noble Roman” he 
said to Cassius in the previous scene, “that ever Brutus will go bound to Rome.” 
Lucius has been awakened and called to attend his master, who is tender, 
apologetic, even sentimental as he asks for a song to soothe his troubled spirit. 
With the words “If I do live, I will be good to thee” we understand that he is 
prepared to die, either at the hands of his enemies, or by his own hand. With a 
beautiful economy of means, Blitzstein created a song that was at once simple 
enough for a young actor to perform while accompanying himself on a ukulele, 
with a limited vocal range (a minor 9th) and a fairly circumscribed harmonic 
vocabulary (seven different chord), but which at the same time captures perfectly 
this tender moment between master and servant, the one preparing to die, the 
other somnolently uncomprehending, the whole effect no doubt assisted by  
                                                                                                                                                                     
 
228 Actually, the rigged-up ukulele looked more like a balalaika, to judge by a surviving 
photograph in which Brutus and Lucius with his “lute” are shown semirecumbent on the lower 
steps of the stage platform, the boy singing and strumming to soothe the troubled warrior. 
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Ex. 4.10: Caesar, Cue 10229 
 
                                                        
229 Measure numbers not in original. 
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Ex. 4.10 (continued) 
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lighting and rendered even more poignant by contrast to the breathless pace and 
dramatic intensity of the production up to this point (and the whirlwind 
denouement to follow).  
Blitzstein uses a simple popular song form, AABA′. The original key is A-
flat major and the harmonic progression of the first two phrases is  
straightforward: I-V7-V7/IV-IV-V-I. He has rendered three of Shakespeare’s four 
original tercets as quatrains (1, 2, and 4) with the addition of a nonsense refrain 
that gives the song an extemporaneous, dreamy quality, even vaguely 
Elizabethan, while allowing standard eight-bar phrases: 
Mm. 1-8:  Orpheus with his lute made trees 
And the mountain tops that freeze 
 Bow themselves when he did sing 
[Da dum de de dum.] 
 
Mm. 9-16: To his music plants and flowers 
Ever sprung as sun and showers 
 There had made a lasting spring. 
[Da dum de de dum.] 
 
Mm. 17-22: Everything that heard him play, 
Even the billows of the sea, 
 Hung their heads, and then lay by. 
 
Mm. 23-30: In sweet music is such art, 
Killing care and grief of heart 
 Fall asleep, or hearing die. 
[De de dum dum de de dum.] 
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The bridge of the song (mm. 16-23) moves to the relative minor, a missing third 
in the secondary dominant creating a subtle ambiguity: V(no third)/vi-vi-V(no third)/vi-
vi-V(no third)/vi-vi. It also moves from common time to ¾, which Blitzstein 
accomplishes by simply eliminating the elongated second beat that characterizes 
the song’s main melodic idea, thereby creating a slightly increased motion in the 
B section, before returning to common time and tonic key for the return of the A 
material. Whereas the expected eight-bar phrases make up the opening and 
closing sections, the bridge is shortened to six bars, three nearly identical two-bar 
units that suggest insistence. (Throughout the published version, common and ¾ 
time alternate; in the bridge, Blitzstein elongated the first measure of the third 
two-bar unit to common time in order to incorporate a poignant silence after 
“Hung their heads”.)  
Perhaps the song’s most ravishing feature, an altered dominant at the end 
of the final A section (mm. 28, 30) seems to deepen the melancholy: I-V7-vø7-I-
vø7-I. The refrain tempers the pathos that might have been achieved at this point 
in the drama should Shakespeare’s last line, “Fall asleep, or hearing, die”, have 
ended the song with images of sleep and death. As Shakespeare originally wrote 
this scene, Lucius eventually nods off and Brutus is visited by Caesar’s ghost. No 
doubt in order not to allow the audience any chance of sympathy for the slain 
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dictator, Welles omitted the ghost scene; had he left it in, Lucius would have 
awakened with a start, immediately speaking the line “The strings, my lord, are 
false”: perhaps the unexpected dissonance of the vø7 chord was Blitzstein’s 
subtle reference to Shakespeare’s original. (The scene is nicely reproduced in the 
2009 film Me & Orson Welles, though only the first verse of the song is included 
and Blitzstein’s added refrain is changed to a hum.) 
“Lucius’ Song,” as Blitzstein titled the original cue, was published 
separately in 1938 by Chapell & Co. as “Orpheus (Lucius’ Song),” under which is 
printed “from the Mercury production of Julius Caesar.” The original two pages 
of manuscript for Cue 10 were removed from the full Caesar score (conceivably 
by Blitzstein himself) and are now located with the various materials related to 
the song publication among Blitzstein’s papers. The published version is in G 
major, though a note in Blitzstein’s hand on a second manuscript copy (also in A-
flat, one of two additional copies of the song in the composer’s hand presumably 
made in connection with publication) contains a note at the bottom of the first 
page that reads “suggest B major.” The 1948 recording of the song, sung by 
mezzo-soprano Muriel Smith with Blitzstein at the piano, presents the song in its 
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original key of A-flat major.230 
As the song ends, the lights black out and another brief, mournful, 
contrapuntal duet for trumpet and horn (Cue 11, Ex. 4.11, musically unrelated to 
Cue 9) transitions to the next scene. 
 
Ex. 4.11: Caesar, Cues 11 & 12 (possibly 13) 
Virtually all the rest of Shakespeare’s original was omitted from the Mercury 
production. Following the song scene, in quick succession, Cassius’ dead body is 
revealed and Brutus’ suicide is implied. Cue 12 (same as Cue 11, Ex. 4.11) is 
heard again as Brutus speaks his last line, “Hence I will follow.”231 The show 
                                                        
230 This is the same recording mentioned above containing “Ode to Reason” from Danton’s Death 
and a few other songs by the composer, released as an LP on the Concert Hall label, titled Marc 
Blitzstein: Songs for the Theater. Lehrman indicates its release date as 1948-50 (Lehrman, Bio-
Bibliography, 110). 
 
231 The same typewritten series of notes in the Wilson-Welles Collection referred to above states: 
“The song was followed by a slow fadeout, during which the orchestra played a funeral dirge. 
The sound of a snare drum continued through the following scene.” It is hard to reconcile this 
description precisely with either the promptbook or the scores. Unidentified list of notes, Richard 
Wilson-Orson Welles Papers, University of Michigan. 
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ended with Antony’s final tribute to Brutus: “This was the noblest Roman of 
them all”, etc. The Photostat copy (Blitzstein’s hand) among the composer’s 
papers seems to indicate a Cue 13 may have been used immediately following 
Anthony’s final speech, at the very end of the show, though no music is 
provided. If this was the case, its seems mostly likely that Cue 11/12 was 
repeated for this, since it is the music nearest the ambiguous indication in the 
score.232 
Reviews of the production were largely, often ecstatically—though not 
exclusively—positive. It is no surprise, however, that little was written of the 
music outside the music press, not only because, as noted above, theater critics of 
the period paid little attention to music, but also because the music was relatively 
sparse. “The play opens dramatically to Marc Blitzstein’s score” wrote an 
anonymous reviewer for Variety,233 and Brooks Atkinson, in the New York Times, 
                                                                                                                                                                     
 
232 At the bottom of the last page of the Photostat score at the WHS, written in Blitzstein’s hand, is 
“Cue 13 Antony’s exit” but with no clear indication of what is to be played. It appears it may at 
one point have been a low rumble on the thunder drum, but since it is clearly crossed out in the 
score and not noted in the promptbook, I am inclined to believe it was omitted from the 
production. 
 
233 N. a., “Julius Caesar,” Variety, November 17, 1955. 
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mentioned “a few vibrating roars, written as a score by Marc Blitzstein”.234 The 
Daily Mirror’s Robert Coleman saluted Blitzstein’s “appropriate, stirring score.”235 
Notwithstanding this fact, Blitzstein’s peers applauded it: “The Mercury 
Theatre,” wrote Virgil Thomson in Modern Music, 
deserves mention here for its sagacity in ordering incidental-music 
of Caesar from Blitzstein and of The Shoemaker’s Holiday from 
Lehman Engel. The music in both cases is just little chunks of 
appropriate tune or sound effects, like auditory props. In both 
cases, first class. This is a kind of musical composition at which 
only first-class composers are any good, because the ability to say 
something exact in two bars is, if not the summit of musical art, at 
least its base and fundament.236  
 
Elliot Carter, also for Modern Music, wrote of Blitzstein’s work that “[t]he 
wonderful roars of the Hammond organ, the sardonic Fascist marches are not 
easily forgotten; they play their role with great cogency in a marvelous 
production.”237 
Though the stage production itself was not recorded, two audio 
recordings made by Welles and the Mercury troupe do contain a few of 
                                                        
234 Brooks Atkinson, “The Play: Mercury Theatre Opens with a Version of ‘Julius Caesar’ in 
Modern Dress,” New York Times, November 12, 1937. 
 
235 Robert Coleman, “’Julius Caesar’: Bright, Smart, Powerful in Eternal Youth,” Daily Mirror, n.d. 
 
236 Virgil Thomson, “In the Theatre,” Modern Music 15/2 (January-February 1938): 114. 
 
237 Elliot Carter, “In the Theatre,” Modern Music 15/1 (November-December 1937): 52. 
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Blitzstein’s cues, including a Mercury Theatre on the Air radio broadcast rehearsal 
in which the impressive effects of the original score, touted by Houseman and 
others, are barely perceptible, thanks to reduced forces (no organ) and the 
significant “backgrounding” of much of the music, which render disappointingly 
thin musical results, no doubt little indicative of the original.238 Additionally, a 
1938 commercial recording of excerpts from the stage production contains a few 
brief bits of the original music.239 Here, only percussion and a very thin-sounding 
organ are used (no brass), giving even less idea of the original effect. (Another 
1938 recording, with Welles as Antony, contains no music at all.240) A few 
tantalizingly brief portions of the production were recreated for the 2009 film Me 
& Orson Welles, including some of the music, most notably the opening march—
oddly, without the organ part that creates parallel thirds/sixths with the brass—
and Lucius’ song.241
                                                        
238 This radio broadcast rehearsal, from September 1938, may be heard hear: 
https://archive.org/details/OrsonWelles-MercuryTheater-1938Recordings. 
 
239 Pollack, Marc Blitzstein, 214. The stage excerpts were rereleased in 1998 by Pearl Plays & Poets 
Series, Pavilion Records, Ltd. (CD GEMS 0020). 
 
240 “Orson Welles Performs William Shakespeare,” Old Time Radio Shows, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vsq7j4NT8do (accessed December 12, 2015). 
 
241 Richard Linklater, Me & Orson Welles (Douglas: Cinemanx/Isle of Man Film, 2009). A final 
fanfare was added to the end of the production in the film, music which does not appear to 
originate in any of Blitzstein’s manuscripts and may have been newly composed for the film. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
PAUL BOWLES, TENNESSEE WILLIAMS &  
THE PREMIERE OF THE GLASS MENAGERIE 
 
Introduction 
“It is Mr. Bowles’s gift as a theater composer,” wrote Virgil Thomson “to 
write theater music of pinpoint delicacy that is so precise in its functional design 
and so accurate in its adjustment to the subject of each play that it hits his 
audience squarely in both ears and rings the bell for the play at every music 
cue.”1 Thomson was not alone in recognizing an exceptional ability in Bowles: 
music critic Robert Lawrence called him “an outstanding dramatic talent”,2 and 
his friend and fellow composer Peggy Glanville-Hicks, who perceived Bowles’s 
particular gift with special keenness, wrote that, in his day, he  
set a high standard and [. . .] became not only the most sought-after 
but the most highly paid writer [of music for the spoken theater]. 
His rare sense of atmospheres, and an ability to create vivid moods 
with brief fragmentary musical interludes made his theater scores 
real chamber music of a quality unique in the commercial world; 
for though he would make many concessions on technical grounds, 
at no point would he ever make any on esthetic grounds.3 
                                                        
1 Virgil Thomson, “Bowles’s ‘Twelfth Night’ Music,” New York Herald Tribune, Nov. 20, 1940. 
 
2 Robert Lawrence, “Music for the Stage,” New York Herald Tribune, June 9, 1940. 
 
3 Peggy Glanville-Hicks, “Paul Bowles: The Season of Promise” (1949), reprinted in Claudia 
Swan, ed., Paul Bowles: Music (New York: Eos Music, Inc., 1995), 104. Ned Rorem also notes 
Bowles status as a theater composer, writing that, by 1948, Bowles “was the most in demand of 
these [theater] composers, having inherited the mantle from Virgil [Thomson] in the WPA days, 
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Elsewhere Thomson asserted that “Paul had a unique gift for the theater. It’s 
something you either have or you don’t, and Paul did.”4 Although his art 
continues to be the subject of new scholarship,5 Bowles’s musical legacy apart 
from his songs is largely forgotten today, overshadowed by his renown as an 
author, exacerbated by the fact that a not-inconsiderable portion of his musical 
work was done in a medium that historians have so far been unable to 
reconstitute into a musicologically meaningful product (with the exception of the 
few studies noted in Chapter One, above). The reasons for this are, of course, 
many, as already discussed. Bowles himself made a distinction between 
“functional” and “serious” music, reflecting a common—if artificial—distinction, 
which persists to this day, regarding spoken-theater and other sorts of 
Gebrauchsmusik, a distinction with direct ramifications for music scholarship.6  
Bowles’s friend and fellow author Gore Vidal wrote, “I am certain that the 
                                                                                                                                                                     
and achieved fame with The Glass Menagerie.” Ned Rorem, Knowing When to Stop (New York: 
Simon & Schuster, 1994), 355. 
 
4 As quoted in Gena Dagel Caponi, Paul Bowles: Romantic Savage (Carbondale, IL: South Illinois 
University Press, 1994), 95. 
 
5 The most recent scholarly work on Bowles that I have encountered, other than the present 
study, is Raj Chandarlapaty, Re-creating Paul Bowles, the Other, and the Imagination: Music, Film, and 
Photography (Lanham, MD: Lexington, 2015).  
 
6 See, for example, Paul Bowles, interview by David Seidner (1982) reprinted in Gena Dagel 
Caponi, ed., Conversations with Paul Bowles (Jackson: University of Mississippi Press, 1993), 147. 
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first critic able to deal both with his music and his writing will find that Bowles’s 
life work has been marvelous in a way not accessible to those of us who know 
only one or the other of the two art forms.”7 The present study makes no attempt 
to fulfil Vidal’s prophecy, but it does consider Bowles’s contribution to a 
medium at once literary and performative in which music has historically played 
a significant role. Bowles the author did little work in the dramatic media aside 
from translating Jean-Paul Sartre’s Huit Clos and writing dialogue for Luchino 
Visconti’s film Senso, but Bowles the composer proved himself a dramatist par 
excellence. 
As a composer, he was a master of sophisticated charm and elegance with 
a singular style the joint result of his rather militant autodidacticism and strong 
sense of his own musical voice, his vast travels and ethnomusical interests, and 
his broad palette of musical influences: as Glanville-Hicks explained, 
his point of departure and train of thought have from the outset 
been radically different from anyone else’s, in that he has sought a 
pattern of construction and a type of unrhetorical, unclimactic 
music that has no really European prototype. Apprenticeships to 
Aaron Copland and, later, to Virgil Thomson were the extent of his 
formal studies, and his original if limited technical adroitness has 
been learned in action, mainly in the theater, where he also evolved 
a varied, stringent and very personal manner of chamber 
                                                        
7 Gore Vidal, Introduction to Paul Bowles, Collected Short Stories (Santa Rosa, CA: Black Sparrow 
Press, 1986), 6. 
 
386 
orchestration. [. . .] If Copland taught him anything it never showed 
in his music. But his debt to Thomson is considerable [. . .] above all 
he learned from Thomson not a technical, so much as an 
ideological, method of procedure—the Dada idea of Eric Satie [. . .] 
whereby styles, period mannerisms, all kinds of musical elements 
alien to one’s own style, can be contained within that style [. . .] 
from the honky-tonk pianola style and jazz esthetic through the 
milk-bottle, cigar-box, factory-whistle phase of “noise-track” Dada 
to the subtleties, both melodic and rhythmic, of the Mexican, 
Peruvian, Afro-Hispanic folk music that [Bowles] loved to collect.8 
 
In 1977, Leonard Bernstein wrote that he “always regretted the fact that Paul 
stopped composing. He had [. . .] a highly original sense of how to ‘modernize’ 
traditional materials. [. . .] He is a wonder and I have learned a lot from him 
(Copland still refers to the ‘Bowles’ style that crops up now and then in my 
music).”9 Bernstein was wrong in one respect: Bowles never stopped composing 
and was active as a composer—of theater music, especially—till nearly the end of 
his life.  
Though he collaborated with many high-profile artists—Copland, 
Thomson, William Saroyan, Robert Lewis, Margo Jones, Elia Kazan, Jean 
Cocteau, Max Ernst, Alexander Calder, Salvador Dalí, Orson Welles, among 
others—ultimately none of his working relationships was as significant to his 
                                                        
8 Glanville-Hicks, “The Season of Promise,” 107. 
 
9 Leonard Bernstein to Lawrence J. Shifreen, March 10, 1977, Box 9, Leonard Bernstein Collection, 
Music Division, Library of Congress, Washington, DC. 
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legacy in the American theater as that with playwright Tennessee Williams. 
Notwithstanding the claim of composer Ned Rorem, who also knew and worked 
with Williams, that the playwright “didn't know anything or care anything about 
music,”10 he knew enough about music’s dramatic powers to carefully indicate 
its use in many of his scripts, often naming specific tunes or styles, and he knew 
enough to engage top-notch composers like Bowles, Rorem, David Diamond, Lee 
Hoiby, and others to score his premieres. In fact, musicologist May Burton, 
writing in 1956, made the claim that “[t]he playwright who most consistently 
requests music for his plays is Tennessee Williams.”11  
This chapter examines Bowles’s career in the theater and his long-time 
collaboration with Williams, drawing from the numerous existing biographical, 
autobiographical, and bio-bibliographical sources about each man, as well as 
extensive archival materials pertaining to both. The chapter concludes with a 
detailed reconstruction and analysis of Bowles’s contribution to the premiere 
production of one of the American theater’s most important and enduring plays, 
Williams’s The Glass Menagerie.  
                                                        
10 Editor, “Composing for the Stage: An Interview with Ned Rorem,” Lincoln Center Theater Review 
44 (Fall 2007), 2, http://65.36.160.215/article.cfm?id_issue=10018106&id_article=31165812&page=1 
(accessed September 18, 2014). 
 
11 May Elizabeth Burton, “A Study of Music as an Integral Part of the Spoken Drama in the 
American Professional Theatre: 1930-1955,” PhD diss., Florida State University, 1956. 
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Unlike the carefully preserved and ordered documentary legacy of Virgil 
Thomson and, to a lesser extent, Marc Blitzstein, a great deal of Bowles’s musical 
material has been lost, especially his theater scores, the triple victims of his own 
itinerant expatriate lifestyle, the occupational hazards of the theater and its 
preservation practices (or lack thereof), and the composer’s own negligence.12 I 
have included as much detail as can be garnered from existing sources, though in 
some cases even such basic information as exact instrumentation is unavailable 
or unconfirmable. Thankfully, copies of two different versions of the original 
Menagerie score have been preserved among his papers and those of Williams’s 
longtime literary agent, Audrey Wood, who also worked with Bowles.13 
 
Bowles the Dramatist 
An entirely practical and workmanlike approach to his art has 
caused him, when faced with the necessity of earning his living as a 
composer, to adapt himself to a field where his sensitivity is not 
only a virtue, but a necessity, and therefore a commercial asset. 
These qualities find a true function in the documentary film, for 
which he has written several remarkable scores, and in certain 
special types of stage production. He has earned his living [. . .] as 
                                                        
12 See Caponi, Romantic Savage, 81-83. 
 
13 See n.a., “Incidentally, ‘Glass Menagerie’ Score Is Discovered,” Deseret News, June 3, 1995. 
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theatre musician par excellence [. . .].14 
 
—Peggy Glanville-Hicks, 1945 
 
The “certain special types of stage production” to which Glanville-Hicks refers 
were the “boutique” productions of the mid-town New York theaters, later 
called “off-Broadway,” presented by groups like the Theatre Guild, where 
progressive trends in American drama were essayed in the work of innovative 
playwrights like Williams and Saroyan and directors like Kazan, Lewis, and 
Jones. Before finding his niche in this milieu in the 1940s and 50s, Bowles worked 
in a range of spoken-dramatic forms and styles, from experimental films to the 
FTP. Among his earliest forays are three films by director Harry Dunham, Bride 
of Samoa (1933, originally titled Siva); Innocent Island (1934); and Venus and Adonis 
(1935).15 His first theater job came in 1936, with the play Who Fights This Battle?, 
directed by Joseph Losey, produced by the Committee on Republican Spain, to 
                                                        
14 Peggy Glanville-Hicks, “Paul Bowles: American Composer,” Music and Letters 26/2 (April 1945): 
89. 
 
15 All three films are included on a list of works among Bowles’s papers at University of Delaware 
(MSS 163, Supplement to Paul Bowles Papers, Special Collections, University of Delaware 
Library, Newark, Delaware), and in Clifford McCarty, Film Composers in America (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2000), 45. Innocent Island is omitted from Jeffrey Miller, Paul Bowles: A 
Descriptive Bibliography (Santa Barbara: Black Sparrow Press, 1983). Venus and Adonis had its 
premiere screening on the first New York program devoted entirely to Bowles’s music, presented 
by the Composers Forum-Laboratory and funded by New York Federal Music Project. Of the 
film’s music, Colin McPhee wrote: “In spite of the incredibly stupid film [. . .] the music carried it 
along in its allure and melodic individuality”. Colin McPhee, “New York Spring Season,” Modern 
Music 13/4 (May-June 1936): 40. 
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which Bowles donated a score for chorus, trumpet, and organ.16 Between 1936 
and 1939, he collaborated on a series of short films by Swiss-American avant-
garde photographer and filmmaker Rudy Burckhardt: Seeing the World, Part 1: A 
Visit to New York (1936); 145 W. 21 (1936, in which Bowles himself appears along 
with Thomson, Copland, and John Latouche); How to Become a Citizen of the 
United States (1938), The Sex Life of the Common Film (1938), Chelsea Through the 
Magnifying Glass (1938), and Film Made to Music (1939, music and scenario by 
Bowles).17 
Also in 1936, on Thomson’s recommendation, Bowles’s was hired to 
provide music for a production of Eugène Labiche’s 1851 farce Un chapeau de 
paille d'Italie, in Orson Welles and Edwin Denby’s English translation entitled 
Horse Eats Hat, directed by Welles and produced by John Houseman for their 
newly-formed FTP “classical” unit, Project 891. Thomson even agreed to assist 
                                                        
16 Miller, A Descriptive Bibliography, 236. The score appears to be lost. 
 
17 Bowles wrote that, for these, he was “both composer and orchestra: I played the piano, sang, 
whistled, clicked my tongue, and made percussive noises, all as part of the music.” Paul Bowles, 
Without Stopping: An Autobiography (New York: Ecco Press, 1972), 192. See also Miller, A 
Descriptive Bibliography, 237-40. 145 W. 21 is included as an extra feature on the DVD Night Waltz: 
The Music of Paul Bowles, dir. Owsley Brown (Zeitgeist Video. 2002). 
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Bowles who had, at the time, little experience in orchestration.18 The two scored 
Bowles’s music, some of it preexisting in various forms, some newly composed, 
as a suite for two pianos and orchestra.19 Though sources vary in their 
descriptions of the musical forces, they were by all accounts massive, even by 
FTP standards where maximum employment was the goal: in addition to the two 
pianos, a pit orchestra comprised 2 flutes, 2 oboes, 2 clarinets, 2 bassoons, 4 
horns, 3 trumpets, 3 trombones, 2 percussion players, 2 pianos, and strings. 
There were also parts for a solo cornet, a small jazz band, a “gypsy” orchestra, a 
player piano, and a bass vocalist, positioned variously on stage or in other parts 
of the house.20 Houseman wrote that  
[a]n enormous amount of music was needed and we ended up 
using thirty-three men in the pit and a grand piano in each of the 
lower boxes, plus pianola [player piano], lady trumpeter and gypsy 
orchestra. For the rest—dances, marches, the chamber music, the 
piano solos and some added songs—we used existent compositions 
                                                        
18 In her history of the FTP, Hallie Flanagan attributes the score only to Thomson, with no 
mention that the music was actually Bowles’s. Hallie Flanagan, Arena: The History of the Federal 
Theatre (New York: Benjamin Blom, 1940), 77. 
 
19 Bowles, Without Stopping, 194-95. 
 
20 Kathleen Hoover and John Cage, Virgil Thomson: His Life and Music (New York: Thomas 
Yoseloff, 1959), 178, 275. Cage’s description of the scoring differs slightly from the inventory 
included in the list of works at the end of his book: in the description, he mentions three dance 
orchestras. As of this writing, I have been able to locate only one fragment of the score, a song 
called “The Rubber Plant” among Thomson’s papers (Box 41, MSS 29A, The Papers of Virgil 
Thomson in the Irving S. Gilmore Music Library of Yale University). 
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by Bowles or popular pieces from the public domain.21 
 
As Thomson explained in his autobiography, “[o]nly in such an enterprise as the 
W.P.A. Federal Theatre, where maximum employment was the aim, could one 
have mobilized effectives as numerous as those used in [. . .] Horse Eats Hat”.22 
According to a document among Welles’s papers, the orchestra was conducted 
by Jacques Gottlieb, the two pianos played by Herman Magaliff and Georges 
Couvreur, with “Military ensemble under the direction of Edna White, 
Trumpeteer.”23 
Bowles recalled that, after meeting Houseman and Welles, and being 
added to the FTP payrolls,  
Virgil and I got to work, he showing me how to prepare a cue 
sheet, deciding what Bowles material already in existence could be 
used and what new music I must write and finally indicating much 
of the actual instrumentation for me to fill in. The job had to be 
done posthaste, as rehearsals were already in progress. [. . .] I 
enjoyed watching and listening to my music so much that I used to 
drop by the theater nearly every night for weeks after the show 
opened.24 
                                                        
21 John Houseman, Unfinished Business (New York: Applause Theatre Book Publishers, 1989), 109. 
 
22 Virgil Thomson, Virgil Thomson (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1967), 265. 
 
23 Horse Eats Hat script cover page(?), Box 11/12, Richard Wilson-Orson Welles Papers, Special 
Collections Library, University of Michigan. A “military ensemble” is not among any of the other 
lists of musical forces, but Ms. White must have been Houseman’s “lady trumpeter.” 
 
24 Bowles, Without Stopping, 195-95. 
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He later wrote: “Virgil gave me a good deal of help with the orchestration, which 
was for chamber orchestra, because I was an inexperienced orchestrator and the 
music had to be done very quickly. He did most of the tuttis and I concentrated 
on sections which didn’t require more than five or six instruments.”25 In her 2005 
biography of Bowles, Virginia Spencer Carr quotes the composer as recalling that 
he “did manage to compose for the occasion two long pieces ‘of continuity,’ three 
overtures, the horse ballet, and several songs, including the ‘Father-in-law’s 
Lament’.”26 In November, 1976, Thomson wrote Bowles regarding Houseman’s 
idea of reviving Horse Eats Hat with its original music.27 A second letter, undated 
but presumably from around the same time, provides additional insight into the 
original production,  how Thomson recalled it, and FTP practice: 
If Houseman did revive Horse Eats Hat, and if he did wish to use 
your music, he would have to have it rescored (by you or someone 
else with your permission) for a small number of players. 
 
The music itself, as I remember, was almost entirely taken from 
                                                        
25 Paul Bowles, interview by Phillip Ramey, reprinted in Paul Bowles: Music, 23. 
 
26 Virginia Spencer Carr, Paul Bowles: A Life (London: Peter Owen, 2004), 128. Curiously, this list 
corresponds almost exactly to that written by Houseman in his 1972 memoir, suggesting that 
perhaps Bowles used Houseman’s description to refresh his memory all those years later; see 
John Houseman, Run-through (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1972), 213. 
 
27 Virgil Thomson to Paul Bowles, letter dated November 11, 1976, MSS 163, Paul Bowles 
Collection, Special Collections, University of Delaware Library, Newark, Delaware. 
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compositions by you already in existence, though I do not know 
whether you remember what they were. [. . .] Myself I could not 
identify them easily, except for a song, written for Orson Welles to 
sing (which he did) and of which I think I have a copy. 
 
The Federal Theater administrators had a way of claiming 
ownership in scores composed on hire by them, after which they 
were sent off to storage and eventually destroyed.28 
 
The revival was never realized. 
Frederick Jacobi, reviewing the production for Modern Music, called it a 
“riotous night in a mad house.”29 “The music of Paul Bowles, orchestrated by 
Virgil Thomson” he wrote “is amusing too and fits well the spirit of the 
production. It comes in at precisely the right moments and our composer has 
given us just the kind of music we want at the time we want it. Unfortunately, it 
appears to be hastily made and, in spite of the large apparatus used, sounds 
more or less flimsy. It is in the ‘style-catchy’ but it is not really catchy. [. . .] It is a 
pity, for there are diverting things and a good sense of the stage in this sur-
realistic mélange of Satie and Offenbach.”30 Allegations of flimsy un-catchiness 
                                                        
28 Virgil Thomson to Paul Bowles, undated letter, Paul Bowles Collection, University of Delaware. 
A copy of a song called “The Rubber Tree” from the original production is found among 
Thomson’s papers and may be the song for Welles to which he refers (how Thomson ended up 
with it is unknown). His explanation about the practices of the FTP may help explain how the 
rest of the original score was lost. 
 
29 Frederick Jacobi, “In the Theatre,” Modern Music 14/2 (November-December 1936): 42. 
 
30 Ibid., 43. 
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notwithstanding, this early review of Bowles’s theater music points to two 
elements that will come to characterize it: its dramatic precision, and an 
indebtedness to French musical styles. 
 Later in 1936, Welles and Houseman chose Marlowe’s The Tragical History 
of Doctor Faustus for their next Project 891 production. According to Bowles, 
Thomson was to have done the music, but opted to return to Paris, so he got the 
job “and turned out a much more cohesive score than it had been possible to 
make for Horse Eats Hat.”31 Faustus opened in New York in January of 1937. 
Hallie Flanagan described the show as “first of all a magic show. Going into the 
Maxine Elliot during rehearsals was like going into the pit of hell: total darkness 
punctuated by stabs of light, trapdoors opening and closing [. . .] explosions; 
properties disappearing in a clap of thunder”.32  
Bowles scored the production for flute/piccolo, oboe, 3 clarinets, tenor and 
baritone saxophones, B-flat trumpet, trombone, harp, and percussion consisting 
of timpani, snare drum, bass drum, bells, triangle, and cymbals.33 It was another 
                                                                                                                                                                     
 
31 Bowles, Without Stopping, 195. 
 
32 Flanagan, Arena, 186-87. 
 
33 Portions of the score may be viewed at “The New Deal Stage: Selections from the Federal 
Theatre Project 1935-1939,” Library of Congress, http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-
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major triumph for Welles, Houseman, Project 891, and the New York FTP. For 
Bowles, too: his name was frequently used in print advertisements and he was 
given his own line in the playbill, just under Welles’s. Thomson was back in New 
York in time to review the production for Modern Music: 
Paul Bowles’s music for Dr. Faustus is excellent. There isn’t enough 
of it to interfere with the main business of the production, which is 
the recitation of Marlowe’s “mighty” lines. What there is is of a rare 
musical richness and of a great precision. It is conceived, as is the 
whole production, in the “modernistic” manner and in the 
“functional” convention. The most excruciatingly musical should 
be able to listen to the orchestral interludes with pleasure, while the 
tone-deaf will not be dependent on them for a comprehension of 
the play. More nearly average people will probably find them 
expressive and pointed. They have also the historical interest of 
marking[,] both by the professional workmanship of their texture 
and by the impeccable cut and placement[,] Mr. Bowles’s definite 
entry into musical [sic] big-time.34 
 
“Well, baby,” Bowles recalled Thomson saying on opening night, “I see you got 
your name on the front of the theater all by yourself this time.”35 Responses to an 
anonymous survey of the Faustus audience (in connection with the 
administration of the FTP) occasionally singled out the music, for better and 
                                                                                                                                                                     
bin/ampage?collId=ftp&fileName=fprmus/1256/12560001/ftp12560001page.db&recNum=0 
(accessed June 22, 2015). 
 
34 Virgil Thomson, “In the Theatre: Three Shows with Music,” Modern Music 14/2 (January-
February 1937): 105. 
 
35 Bowles, Without Stopping, 195. 
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worse: “Must you have irrelevant music?” one respondent asked, while another 
wrote “Keep up the good music”! “Music execution could be improved” one felt, 
while another wanted “More music . . . ten minutes before curtain”.36 
 The following year, 1937, the Philadelphia Orchestra gave the premiere of 
Bowles’s ballet Yankee Clipper, commissioned by Lincoln Kirstein and the 
American Ballet Caravan, on a triple bill with Thomson’s Filling Station and Elliot 
Carter’s Pocahontas. That same year, Bowles scored his first full-length 
documentary film, America’s Disinherited, for the Southern Tenant Farmers’ 
Union. In 1938, the first act of his opera Denmark Vesey had its premiere, first on a 
Composers’ Form Laboratory concert37 then, a few weeks later, on a fund-raising 
program for New Masses magazine, the same program that included Blitzstein’s 
I’ve Got the Tune mentioned in the previous chapter.38  
That same year, Bowles began what would eventually become one of his 
best-knowns concert pieces, Music for a Farce, but which originated as a score for 
the play Too Much Johnson. Slated to open the highly-anticipated second season of 
                                                        
36 Box 5, Welles Mss., Lilly Library, Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana. 
 
37 N.a., “Music Notes,” New York Herald Tribune, January 12, 1938. According to the 
announcement, Thomson played percussion in this performance of Bowles’s work. 
 
38 New Masses Concert program, February 6, 1938, Box 10, Paul Bowles Collection, Harry Ransom 
Humanities Research Center (HRHRC), University of Texas at Austin. 
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the new Mercury Theatre, which Welles and Houseman started after leaving the 
FTP (see Chapter Four), this revival of William Gillette’s 1894 farce, directed by 
Welles, was conceived to incorporate filmed sequences made in the style of the 
silent slapstick comedies of Buster Keaton and the Keystone Cops—“amounting” 
Stage magazine claimed “to more cinematic interpolation than any play has ever 
had before.”39 Houseman described “two filmed interludes, both chases. The 
first, a prologue in which the leading characters and the basic situation (mistaken 
identity and a suspicion of cuckoldry) were introduced in a wild chase through 
the streets, parks and waterfront of New York City; the second, a comic manhunt 
through the Cuban jungle.”40 A large portion of Welles’s film footage, long 
thought lost (and of special interest to film historians since it predates Citizen 
Kane), was recently rediscovered. Though only partially edited, it does seem to 
suggest a prologue of sorts that would have set up the general scenario of an 
unfaithful wife, her lover, and her cuckolded husband, followed by a long chase 
sequence through New York City (which covers so much geography that it may 
have been intended to be split somewhere in the middle), and ending with 
                                                        
39 N.a., “Metro-Goldwyn-Mercury,”Stage (n.d.): 30-31. 
 
40 Houseman, Run-through, 272. Houseman’s description of Welles’s concept seems a bit confused 
regarding interludes versus prologues. 
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another chase through what is meant to be “Cuban jungle” (though filmed in 
Haverstraw, NY, just up the Hudson from Manhattan). Thus Charles Higham’s 
description of “a twenty-minute prologue and two ten-minute introductions to 
the second and third acts” seems reasonably accurate.41 
Bowles, then in Europe, returned to New York for the commission, which, 
according to Carr, he expected to be for the whole production but which turned 
out to be only for the filmed sequences.42 But even that fell through: at the out-of-
town tryouts—minus the film component and, thus, minus Bowles’s score—
Houseman found the production “trivial, tedious, and underrehearsed”43 and 
convinced Welles to switch it with the play originally slated to run in repertory 
                                                        
41 Charles Higham, Orson Welles: The Rise and Fall of an American Genius (New York: St. Martin’s 
Press, 1985), 118. Film scholar Scott Simon estimates that the prologue would have been about 
two reels long (approximately 20 minutes), and each interlude about one reel long 
(approximately 10 minutes each), confirming Higham’s estimates. Scott Simon, “Too Much 
Johnson in Context,” The National Film Preservation Foundation, 
http://www.filmpreservation.org/preserved-films/screening-room/too-much-johnson-work-print 
(accessed June 28, 2015); the footage itself (sixty-six minutes’ worth) may be viewed at this 
website, too. A brief silent clip showing Welles directing some of the filmed episodes may be 
viewed here: http://www.filmpreservation.org/preserved-films/screening-room/falk-home-
movie. See also Dave Kehr, “Early Film by Orson Welles Is Rediscovered,” New York Times, 
August 7, 2013; and n.a., “Film Blog: Orson Welles's First Professional Film Discovered in an 
Italian Warehouse,” The Guardian, http://www.theguardian.com/film/filmblog/2013/aug/08/orson-
welles-film-discovered-too-much-johnson (accessed June 24, 2015). 
 
42 Higham’s statement (Orson Welles, 120) that “[t]he music composed for the sequence by 
Lehman Engel was antic, bravura, and comic in mode” is inscrutable in more ways than one. Was 
he actually looking at a score by Engel (if so, which one)? Or was he describing “Music for a 
Farce” (all that survives of Bowles’s music) and simply named the wrong composer? 
 
43 Houseman, Run-through, 376. 
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with it, Büchner’s Danton’s Death for which Blitzstein composed the score (as 
discussed in Chapter Four, above). In the end, Danton was a commercial failure 
and Johnson was dropped entirely. The filmed portions remained largely 
unedited, and Bowles, for his efforts, including his precipitate and costly return 
from Europe, was given $100 and an apology.44 Within the year, however, 
Bowles had turned portions of his score into the multi-movement chamber work 
Music for a Farce—a title no doubt referring to more than just the play for which it 
was written—for trumpet, clarinet, piano, and percussion. One of his most 
charming instrumental works, it was given its premiere the following year by the 
New York League of Composers.45 Much later, Jerome Robbins proposed a ballet 
to Music for a Farce, which he planned to call A Visit of Clowns, for his company 
Ballet: U.S.A., but which appears never to have been realized.46 
* * * 
 Though Bowles had first contacted playwright William Saroyan in 
                                                        
44 Carr, Paul Bowles, 152. 
 
45 Miller, A Descriptive Bibliography, 239. Music for a Farce was published in 1953 by Weintraub 
Music Company, New York. 
 
46 Jerome Robbins to Paul Bowles, April 12, 1961, Box 8, Paul Bowles Collection, HRHRC. 
According to Bowles’s autobiography, the two had considered a collaboration, Interplay, 
sometime in the mid-1940s. Robbins did eventually produce a ballet named Interplay in 1945 with 
music by Morton Gould. See Bowles, Without Stopping, 273. 
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November of 1937 about the possibility of contributing music to a CBS broadcast 
of an unidentified play47—presumably some early manifestation of Saroyan’s 
first play, My Heart’s in the Highlands—their work together did not begin till 1939, 
when the Group Theatre finally gave the play its premiere. Robert Lewis, who 
began his long and illustrious directing career with Highlands, called Saroyan’s 
script “a perfect libretto on which to build a poetic production by adding music, 
sound, color, and movement”.48 In his autobiography, Lewis suggests (obliquely) 
that Copland, who had ties to the Group Theatre, may have been responsible for 
Bowles’s involvement.49 The score is written for ornet, oboe/English horn, 
Hammond organ, and percussion, produced while the composer was staying in 
the vacant apartment of another well-known American playwright, Clifford 
Odets, at Odets’s personal Hammond organ (thus it is no surprise that it is 
Bowles’s first theater score to use the Hammond).50 Reviewing the production for 
                                                        
47 Paul Bowles to Williams Saroyan, postmarked November 16, 1937, MSS 323, Paul Bowles 
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48 Robert Lewis, Slings and Arrows: Theater in My Life (New York: Applause Books, 1984), 104. 
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Modern Music, John Gutman wrote: 
This is the whimsical fable of the “greatest of all unknown poets 
living” and of a wandering minstrel who is clad in a long white 
beard, and who [. . .] plays solemn folk songs on a golden bugle. It 
provided quite an opportunity for a musician, of which I don’t 
think that Paul Bowles has availed himself to the fullest extent. 
Playing with folk tunes always leads one to dangerous ground. But 
Bowles has, on the other hand, the wistfulness, the tenderness and 
the tact without which the score for such a play would be 
inconceivable. Still it seemed to me that Saroyan’s fantasy could 
have been served better. A fairy tale that swings so curiously 
between hearts in the Highlands and debts at the grocery store, 
might easily employ music of wider range, deeper feeling and, at 
times, even of more concrete sound.51 
 
Richard Watts, Jr. called Bowles’s contribution “evocative and effective,”52 Burns 
Mantle “a little weird,”53 and Otis Ferguson “just the right music.”54 For Brooks 
Atkinson, it “notably enriches the expression of the fable”55 and “sweetens the 
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52 Richard Watts, Jr., “The Theaters: Saroyan,” New York Herald Tribune, April 14, 1939. 
 
53 Burns Mantle, review of My Heart’s in the Highlands, New York Daily News, [April 14, 1939?], 
reprinted in William Saroyan, My Heart’s in the Highlands: A Play (New York: Harcourt, Brace and 
Co., 1939), 109. 
 
54 Otis Ferguson, review of My Heart’s in the Highlands, New Republic, [April 14, 1939?], reprinted 
in Saroyan, My Heart’s in the Highlands: A Play, 123. 
 
55 Brooks Atkinson, “Saroyan’s Highland Fling: Thanks to the Sponsorship of the Theatre Guild, 
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occasion.”56 The play was published in June of that year (1939) with an 
arrangement by Bowles of the air “My Heart’s in the Highlands,” originally 
composed by J. M. Courtney to Robert Burns’s poem of the same name. Saroyan, 
of course, borrowed his title from Burns and Bowles borrowed the solo trumpet 
melody central to the dramatic action of the play from Courtney. In the 
publication, he arranged the air for an ensemble evocative of the sound of the 
original play score: oboe, B-flat trumpet, bass drum, and Hammond organ, with 
the addition of voice (there is no evidence that the tune was sung in the original 
production).57 Though the score for Highlands appears to be lost, at some point 
twenty-three tracks were recorded, probably for a later production.58 On January 
11, 1940, the Columbia Workshop broadcast a shortened version of the play 
adapted for radio with a small amount of Bowles’s music included.59 
 In 1940, Bowles teamed up with Saroyan again, for the playwright’s next 
                                                        
56 Brooks Atkinson, “The Play: William Saroyan’s ‘My Heart’s in the Highlands’ Acted by the 
Group Theatre,” New York Times, April 14, 1939. 
 
57 J. M. Courtney and Robert Burns, “My Heart’s in the Highlands,” arr. Paul Bowles, in Saroyan, 
My Heart’s in the Highlands: A Play, 105-108. 
 
58 Item 22, Paul Bowles Sound Archive, University of California at Santa Cruz. 
 
59 William Saroyan, My Heart’s in the Highlands, Columbia Workshop (January 11, 1941); available 
from Vintage Radio Classics, Gerry Haendiges Productions, www.OTRSite.com (accessed August 
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premiere, Love’s Old Sweet Song, presented by the Theatre Guild and directed by 
Eddie Dowling with whom Bowles would work on the premiere of The Glass 
Menagerie a few years later.60 Portions of the score have been preserved in the 
Theatre Guild Archive at Yale, some in Bowles’s hand, some in other hands, 
showing parts for violin, trumpet, clarinet, guitar, piano, and percussion.61 Three 
songs written for the production, “Of All the Things I Love,” “The Years,” and 
“The Pitchman’s Song,” were published for voice and piano, the first two as a set 
by Chappell in 1940, the latter separately the following year by Broadcast Music 
under the title “A Little Closer Please.”62 Of the songs for Love’s Old Sweet Song, 
Bowles later wrote in a letter to the playwright that they were “the result of 
actual collaboration, which always goes a good long way toward making good 
prosody and song,” by which it would seem he meant that Saroyan’s lyrics were 
developed in the process of putting them to music (frequently the working 
                                                        
60 Carr, Paul Bowles, 159. 
 
61 Box 917, Theatre Guild Archive, Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book 
and Manuscript Library. 
 
62 Miller, A Descriptive Bibliography, 212-13. Among the archives of the Theatre Guild at Yale is a 
sheet of lyrics to another song, “An Old Indian Remedy” with the subheading “Song Number 4: 
Love’s Old Sweet Song.” This was evidently accompanied by a note from Saroyan, an unsigned 
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Theatre Guild Archive, Yale. 
 
405 
method for musical theater and popular song), rather than the music being 
superimposed upon a preexisting text (in art-song fashion).63 Bowles biographer 
Christopher Sawyer-Lauçanno reports that Saroyan felt the songs and other 
music “contributed so much to the play, but were so integrated in the material, 
that I [Saroyan] am afraid critics and theatergoers alike were not sufficiently 
aware of their importance. I must say, however, that I am aware.”64 Watts called 
Bowles’s score “humorous and imaginative”65 and in his later “post mortem” of 
the 1940 theater season, singled it out: “A gay, mad extravaganza” he wrote of 
the play, “filled with delightful characters and magnificent comic invention, 
beautifully played and with a remarkable accompanying score by Paul 
Bowles”66—a rare record of a lasting impression made by a play’s music. 
Lawrence went farther when, on June 9, 1940, he devoted an entire column to 
current theater music, contrasting Bowles’s original score most favorably with 
the pastiche-type score of another recent production. He credited Bowles with “a 
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Grove Press, 1989), 213. 
 
65 Richard Watts, Jr., “The Theaters: Mr. Saroyan Repeats,” New York Herald Tribune, May 3, 1940. 
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remarkable flair for the grotesque” then proceeded to describe a scene full of 
comic detail in which, nevertheless, “the incidental music remains the firmest 
comic element.” Of one especially funny bit, he wrote that “[t]he effect, wholly 
dependent upon Bowles’s score, is excruciating. Yet the music for the episode 
could not have lasted more than two or three minutes.” Here Lawrence points up 
the essence of the art of the theater composer: an ability to say much in a little 
space, which Thomson called (in assessing not Bowles but Blitzstein) “if not the 
summit of musical art, at least its base and fundament.”67 Lawrence goes on to 
describe how the small orchestra “evoked every desired mood within the space 
of a few moments. [. . .] The music began when it was needed, went to the end, 
then stopped. [. . .] The use of shifting tonalities springs from the nature of the 
drama. And when a contemporary composer is about to face the problem of 
writing incidental music, he might well emulate Mr. Bowles in remembering that 
‘The play’s the thing!’”68 In spite of all this, “the thing” ran only about a month. 
In a letter to Langner dated July 7, 1940 Bowles wrote: “It was sad about LOVE’S 
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OLD SWEET SONG but I daresay no one was very much surprised.”69 
 To judge from correspondence among Bowles’s papers,70 at some point 
Saroyan asked the composer to write a score for the projected premiere of his 
play Jim Dandy with the Theatre Guild, though the production never 
materialized.71 In the same series of letters, Bowles asked the playwright if they 
might collaborate on an opera. Details are vague but it appears that Saroyan had 
already written a short comic piece called “Opera, Opera,” which Bowles himself 
mentioned by name as a possibility. Saroyan evidently proposed something else 
(something he had apparently not yet written, which Bowles referred to as 
“Alphabet” in one of the letters), but the composer seems to have preferred 
“Opera, Opera.” Although, according to Carr, the collaboration with Saroyan 
was the proposed project for which Bowles won a Guggenheim Fellowship in 
1941,72 by April of 1942 he had given up on the project with the excuse to the 
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playwright that “there were no words [in his libretto] I could make into songs.”73 
Many years later, Saroyan published a brief reminiscence of their abortive 
operatic collaboration entitled “The Alphabet Opera by Paul Bowles and William 
Saroyan.” No scholar seems to have sorted out if “Opera, Opera” and “The 
Alphabet Opera” (which must be what Bowles had referred to as “Alphabet”) 
are the same thing, or related, though it seems clear from Bowles’s final letter on 
the subject that what he was working on and eventually abandoned was, in fact, 
called “Opera, Opera.” In his reminiscence, Saroyan wrote that Bowles sent him 
a note saying “‘there just doesn’t seem to be enough for an opera.’ Too bad. He 
wrote a one-line letter, and I lost a whole opera.”74 Assuming Saroyan’s 
reminiscence refers to the “Opera, Opera” collaboration (rather than some 
otherwise unknown “Alphabet Opera”) and assuming there was no further 
correspondence on the matter after Bowles’s (rather lengthy) letter of April 30, 
1942[?] in which he wrote definitely that “it’s dead”, then it seems safe to say that 
the details of Saroyan’s reminiscence are mostly poetic license.75 
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At around this same time (1940), Bowles collaborated with choreographer 
Welland Lathrop on a ballet called Johnny Appleseed76 and scored another film, 
this time for the U. S. Department of Agriculture, called Roots in the Earth, about 
soil conservation efforts in New Mexico, which was screened on a League of 
Composers’ concert in January of the following year.77 Also in 1940, Bowles and 
Williams met for the first time, in Mexico, though their work together would not 
begin for another several years.  
The composer returned to New York when Lawrence Langner invited him 
to provide a score for another Theatre Guild production, Shakespeare’s Twelfth 
Night, directed by Margaret Webster, featuring Helen Hayes and Maurice Evans. 
Langner wrote to Bowles in Mexico: 
You will remember this is the play that begins: “If music be the 
food of love, play on;”. [sic] If you feel like working on it we will 
try to provide as much love as possible. We don’t mean love of 
                                                                                                                                                                     
 
76 Miller calls it Johnny A and dates it to 1939 (Miller, A Descriptive Bibliography, 240). More 
recently, the score was discovered among Lathrop’s papers, and Benjamin Folkman dates it to 
1940. See Benjamin Folkman, “Lost and Found: Two Paul Bowles Dance Works,” The Authorized 
Paul Bowles Website, http://www.paulbowles.org/newmusic.html (accessed June 24, 2015). On 
April 6, 1941 the Herald Tribune announced Lathrop’s New York debut, scheduled for May 18, in 
“a dance called ‘Johnny Appleseed’ with music by Paul Bowles.” N.a., “Dance Notes: Public 
Performances,” New York Herald Tribune, April 6, 1941. 
 
77 “Program Offers Cinema Music of 6 Composers: Film Excerpts Presented at Modern Art 
Museum of Composers’ League,” New York Herald Tribune, January 13, 1941. This is the correct 
title, according to Miller and various other sources, not, as Bowles wrote in his autobiography, 
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humanity or love of the “little people” a la Saroyan; we really mean 
love of the composer whom we think is splendid. [. . .] you will be 
working with an efficient director who will not waste a lot of time 
on “hit and miss” experiments.78 
 
Bowles recalled that “Twelfth Night was clean and relatively easy to do, although 
it required good amount of work on my part, inasmuch as I had chosen an idiom 
meant to sound like antique and intricate chamber music.”79 In his review for the 
Herald Tribune, Thomson provides valuable information about Bowles’s approach 
to theater scoring (taking into account his hyperbolic style and perhaps even his 
personal bias in favor of his friend and former protégé): “With six musicians—
flute, oboe, harp, imitation harpsichord, percussion and, very occasionally, a 
muted trumpet—he makes a rich and ancient-sounding ensemble that is more 
sufficient than a larger group would be of more disparate sonorities.” 
He makes no effort to fill the house with noise or to dominate the 
applause between scenes. [. . .] He does what nearly every musician 
in the world would say, on principle, can’t be done. He writes 
chamber-music to accompany large theatrical productions, and he 
aggravates his supposed error by putting that chamber-music 
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down in the pit. [. . .] The reason his music does not disappear from 
all audibility lies in his choice of instruments and his manner of 
scoring. He uses only sharp and incisive timbres; he writes true 
melodic parts for each; and he never doubles, never upsets his 
sonorous equilibrium by making one line heavier than another. [. . 
.] All his emphasis comes from contrast of tune and timbre, from 
structure and harmonic progress, never from weight. He leaves that 
to the actors. [. . .]  
 
Mr. Bowles sets a play to music as a printer sets up an author’s 
manuscript. He makes it clear and clean and comprehensible, 
frames it with appropriate initials and tailpieces. [. . .] [E]very scene 
of Shakespeare’s play was aided and enhanced by the presence of 
this sumptuous and suitable music, every measure of it 
embroidered by hand. [. . .] If Miss Hayes, Mr. Evans and Mr. 
Shakespeare did not each have such a faithful and absorbed public, 
Mr. Bowles might easily have walked away with ‘Twelfth Night.’ [. 
. .]80 
 
The score, a Photostat copy of which is preserved in the Theatre Guild Archive, 
indicates only five musicians: flute/piccolo, oboe/English horn, harp, 
harpsichord, and percussion including cymbals, snare drum, tambourine, gong, 
sleigh bells, wood blocks, bass drum, Glockenspiel, triangle, timpani, kazoo, 
temple blocks, and a chime. It also contains indications for the use of a wind 
machine, possibly operated by the percussionist.81 There is no indication in this 
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Thomson is to be trusted regarding such things, then it would seem that Gena Dagel Caponi’s 
claim that Bowles used an electric violin for Twelfth Night is false, though he did evidently do so 
for Liberty Jones, discussed below. (Caponi, Paul Bowles: Romantic Savage, 91.) 
 
81 Box 962, Theatre Guild Archive, Yale. The score merely indicates harpsichord, though 
Thomson’s review suggests something other than the real thing was used in the production. 
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copy of the score that a trumpet, muted or otherwise, was used at all. Samuel L. 
M. Barlow wrote of Bowles’s work that, 
as with everything he has done for Broadway, it is skillfully scored, 
fresh and apt. His theatre-music always has enough profile to make 
one want to listen to it and yet enough discretion not to make one 
have to listen to it. In this case, he has taken Elizabethan songs and 
made them his own without robbing Shakespeare. The originality 
of the play lies in Malvolio [. . .] and, with understanding and wit, 
Bowles has given to his score just the right Malvolious humour, 
Illyrian charm, and cross-gartered foolishness.82 
 
“Paul Bowles has composed music without Elizabethan affectation, more in a 
spirit of liveliness than of innocence” wrote Brooks Atkinson.83 Evidence 
suggests that Bowles agreed to allow his Twelfth Night score to be recorded for 
use in a production and tour by the Barter Theatre of Virginia but, if such a 
recording exists, it is seemingly lost now.84 
 As soon as Twelfth Night opened, the Guild hired Bowles to score its next 
big production, the premiere of Liberty Jones by Philip Barry (of Philadelphia Story 
                                                                                                                                                                     
 
82 Samuel L. M. Barlow, “In the Theatre,” Modern Music 18/2 (January-February 1941): 126. 
 
83 Brooks Atkinson, “The Play: Helen Hayes and Maurice Evans Appear in a Revival of 
Shakespeare’s ‘Twelfth Night’,” New York Times, November 20, 1940. 
 
84 Robert Breen (American National Theatre and Academy) to Robert Porterfield (Barter Theatre), 
June 25, 1947, Box 9, Millicent Dillon, Addition to Her Papers, HRHRC. According to the letter, 
Bowles’s payment was to be in hams!  For much of its history, the Barter Theatre, founded in 
1933, accepted payment in goods rather than funds and, evidently, paid its artists that way, too, 
to judge from this letter. See http://www.bartertheatre.com/#historyalumni (accessed June 25, 
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fame), staged by Houseman. Billed “a play with music,” the composer called it 
“a political extravaganza with music. I remember that there were 158 musical 
cues in the score and that there was music going on during most of the evening. 
It was a big, hard job for me [. . .] an enormous amount of work.”85 Houseman 
called it “a musical with songs and ballets”.86 Given the involvement of both 
Bowles and Houseman, it is no surprise that Thomson should have devoted an 
installment of his Herald Tribune music columns to a review of this production. 
He wrote:  
There were instrumental passages that heightened the dramatic 
expression. There were a few songs sung by characters in the play 
to other characters in the play. There was music to accompany the 
bits of dancing that illustrated the allegorical plot. There was an 
overture and some rather extensive intermission music. Much of 
this was music that, extracted from its dramatic text, would still be 
interesting to hear. [. . .] Its musical expression has the poignant 
sweetness, the penetrating nostalgia, the rhythmic buoyancy that 
are characteristic always of Bowles. But the music is at all times 
functional. Played with the play, it illustrates, comments, heightens 
the play.87 
 
Again, (a perhaps more impartial) Barlow reviewed for Modern Music: 
As usual with Paul Bowles’ music there is the amazing contrivance 
                                                        
85 Bowles, Without Stopping, 230, 232. 
 
86 Houseman, Run-through, 470. 
 
87 Virgil Thomson, “Plays with Music,” New York Herald Tribune, February 23, 1941. 
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of original and appropriate sound. [. . .] Unfortunately also, Bowles 
has been called on to reach heights where even two clarinets 
(alternate bass-clarinet), two trumpets (alternate trombone), one 
electric violin, one electric guitar, one bass, one harp, two pianos 
(alternate Hammond Organ and celesta), and drums won’t take 
him. And, on hearing this really long score, an unhappy suspicion 
arises that Bowles isn’t aware that mere contrivance or invention 
aren’t enough. The rhythms are there but no waltz, the clever satire 
is there but no gusto, the heat is there but no love. [. . .] And as the 
music had no power of growth in itself, no phusis [physis], the 
climaxes could only be achieved by making things louder. 
(Respighi’s old stunt.)88 
 
The fragments of the score that survive in the Theatre Guild Archive suggest that 
a saxophone may also have been involved. By all accounts, Liberty was a flop, the 
more so for its evident lavishness of production; it closed after twenty-one 
performances. The theater critics generally panned the play, though Atkinson 
called Bowles’s score “decorous”89 and Watts found it “attractive,” suggesting 
that it, along with the sets and lead performances, were better than the play 
itself.90 
Around the same time that Liberty opened in Philadelphia, Bowles 
                                                        
88 Samuel L. M. Barlow, “In the Theatre,” Modern Music 18/3 (March-April 1941): 190. 
 
89 Brooks Atkinson, “The Play: Theatre Guild Produces ‘Liberty Jones,’ an Allegory of America 
Written by Philip Barry,” New York Times, February 6, 1941. 
 
90 Richard Watts, Jr., “The Theatres,” New York Herald Tribune, February 6, 1941; and Richard 
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enlisted his friend the young Leonard Bernstein, then studying at the Curtis 
Institute, to reorchestrate two pieces of preexisting music for the Ballet Theatre in 
New York, including the “Pas de Quatre” of Cesare Pugni (1802-70), since 
Bowles himself was too busy with Liberty to fulfil the obligation. According to 
the playbill, the company presented an historical re-creation of Jules Perrot’s 
original 1845 choreography for the Pugni; according to Bowles, however, 
Bernstein’s orchestrations were so “perverse and unlikely” that both pieces had 
to be re-reorchestrated.91 
 Even before Liberty opened, the Theatre Guild rehired Bowles for the 
premiere of Lillian Hellman’s Watch on the Rhine, a play that would eventually 
win the 1941 Drama Critics’ Circle award. The extent of Bowles’s contribution is 
unclear: an April 1941 playbill for the production contains only the credit “Song 
by Paul Bowles,” and an announcement in the Herald Tribune states that “Paul 
Bowles has written the music for a song of two stanzas which Paul Lukas will 
sing in the Lillian Hellman play ‘The [sic] Watch on the Rhine.’”92 A later 
playbill, from January 1942, adds the credit “Music under the direction of 
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Alexander Hass” beneath Bowles’s, though the question of what exactly Hass 
directed, other than the song, is impossible to answer. Carr notes that Bowles’s 
commission was $1,200, a hefty sum for two stanzas if, indeed, that is all he 
contributed.93 Though the score is lost, the theme he wrote has been preserved by 
plagiarism in Max Steiner’s score for the 1943 film version of Watch on the Rhine. 
“When I saw the screen credits” Bowles later told Carr, “I was dumfounded 
since my name was not among them [. . .] I had to hire a lawyer before I received 
any compensation, and even then my name was never added to the credits, 
which was what I wanted in the first place.”94 Thomson was the expert witness in 
the court case and Bowles credits him with winning the settlement.95 
Correspondence and royalty statements among Hellman’s papers indicate that 
Bowles continued to receive royalty payments from the stage version of Watch on 
the Rhine for at least three years after its premiere.96 
                                                        
93 Sawyer-Lauçanno states that the theme was “reechoed in various other scenes” of the play 
without indicating any more detail. The citation at this point in Sawyer-Lauçanno’s book would 
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that mention the music at all. See Sawyer-Lauçanno, An Invisible Spectator, 224; and Carr, Paul 
Bowles, 170. 
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It was just at this time that Bowles, with his wife, the novelist and 
playwright Jane Bowles, moved into rooms recently vacated by Gypsy Rose Lee 
in the famous “February House” on Middagh Street in Brooklyn Heights, which 
they shared with W. H. Auden, Benjamin Britten, Peter Pears, the stage designer 
Oliver Smith (who was also a cousin of Bowles), editor George Davis (who 
would eventually become Lotte Lenya’s second husband) and others.97 Bowles 
completed his next commission during the four months they were there, the 
“ballet-opera” Pastorela, for Lincoln Kirstein, which he wrote in a small room at 
an upright piano “[i]n the cellar behind the furnace” (while Britten worked in the 
first-floor parlor on “a big black Steinway.”)98 Not long after moving to Middagh 
Street, Bowles was informed that he had won a Guggenheim Fellowship and he 
                                                                                                                                                                     
 
97 See Sherill Tippins, February House: The Story of W. H. Auden, Carson McCullers, Jane and Paul 
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and Jane headed to Mexico again. While in Mexico he completed some music—
including instrumental interludes, songs, a chorus, and some melodrama 
(spoken recitation over music)—for a play Love Like Wildfire by playwright 
Richard Hepburn, at the request of his older sister, Katherine. Though Bowles 
himself claimed that the score was lost, it has, in fact, survived among his papers 
at the HRHRC, mostly in his own hand, but with a few songs in another hand.99 
Scored for flute/piccolo, bassoon, piano, and percussion  including bass drum, 
electric bell, gong, suspended cymbal, Glockenspiel, wood block, snare drum, 
temple blocks, triangle, chime in G, timpani, and milk bottle, Love Like Wildfire is 
an extensive work upon which Bowles must have spent a good amount of time 
and energy.100 
Instead of the Saroyan opera he had originally proposed for his 
Guggenheim project, Bowles produced a zarzuela, The Wind Remains, based upon 
his own adaptation of a text by Federico Garcia Lorca. The work was given its 
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100 It appears the play was never produced. Three pages of unidentified pencil manuscript, in 
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premiere in New York in March of 1943, at the Museum of Modern Art, with 
Bernstein conducting and sets by Oliver Smith. Merce Cunningham 
choreographed the production and performed the part of the Clown.101 That 
same year, Bowles scored two plays about which little information is available: a 
brief Hartford run of ‘Tis Pity She’s a Whore (score lost) by John Ford (the titled 
shortened to ‘Tis Pity in surviving promotional material), produced by E. Everett 
“Chick” Austin (who had earlier been responsible for the Friends and Enemies of 
Modern Music with which Thomson was closely involved—see Chapter Three); 
and a play entitled South Pacific by Howard Rigsby and Dorothy Heyward (of 
Porgy fame), directed by Lee Strasberg.102 A contract among Bowles’s papers 
dated October 29, 1943, stipulates payment of $250 plus $25/week for the New 
York run and subsequent tour of “a play tentatively title ‘NEW GEORGIA’ by 
Howard Rigsby and Dorothy Heyward.” Given the date and the author’s names, 
it seems safe to assume this was Bowles’s contract for what would eventually 
                                                        
101 Program booklet, “Five Serenades of Rare Music Ancient and Modern,” Oversize Box 4, Paul 
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102 Sawyer-Lauçanno’s claim (An Invisible Spectator, 238) that this was the source for or in any way 
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come to be called South Pacific (no relation to Rodgers & Hammerstein).103 
The next year (1944), Thomson hired Bowles as a music critic for the 
Herald Tribune, a post he held till 1946. At some point he began a score for an 
English adaptation of Jean Giraudoux’s Ondine, to be produced by Schuyler 
Watts and starring Sono Osato (who originated the role of Ivy Smith in 
Bernstein’s On the Town around the same time).104 Though it never came about, 
and whatever work Bowles did on it has been lost, the production was 
announced more than once in the press toward the end of 1945, one 
announcement claiming that rehearsals were to begin in January of the following 
year and that Bowles had been signed to write the music.105 In his autobiography, 
Bowles claimed to have stopped work on Ondine to write music for another play, 
Jacobowsky and the Colonel (see below). If this is true, then Ondine must have been 
started well before the above-mentioned announcements, perhaps in early 1944 
(a very long lead time in the theater). A dispute between Watts and another 
                                                        
103 The document, which also indicates that Bowles was to supervise any additional sound effects 
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104 Bowles, Without Stopping, 265. 
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translator-producer team with claims to the play’s American rights may have 
forced Watt’s to scrap it.106 All we know of the music is that it was Bowles first 
use of the Hammond Novachord (as discussed in Chapter Two, above).107 
Jacobowsky and the Colonel, an English adaptation of Austrian playwright 
Franz Werfel’s wartime comedy Jacobowsky und der Oberst, opened in New York 
in March 1944, presented by the Theatre Guild. Bowles wrote that the score (a 
Photostat copy of which survives in what appears to be the composer’s own 
hand in the Theatre Guild Archive) was “full of nostalgia for prewar Paris” and 
that the production “went very smoothly”.108 He scored the play for violin, 
trumpet, accordion, piano, and percussion  including Glockenspiel, snare drum, 
bass drum, cymbal, temple blocks, and tam-tam. Reporting on the Boston 
tryouts, the Christian Science Monitor described “music of Paul Bowles played in a 
box [. . .] the players in native garb”109 and Billboard stated that “Bowles’s 
between-scenes music beautifully recreates the atmosphere of Paris bistros and 
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cellar cafes.”110 In reviewing a different Bowles work for Modern Music, Barlow 
wrote that the composer had an “undeserved trick played on him recently, when 
the Guild gratuitously reorchestrated and ruined his ingenious bal-musette score 
for Jacobowsky and the Colonel”111 (though to what this refers exactly, we do not 
know). Curiously, a reviewer for the Chicago Daily Tribune wrote: “As for Paul 
Bowles’ entr’acte music, skip it. The Guild has, substituting something 
parsimonious called a compilation by Sol Gusikoff”,112 suggesting that when the 
show went on tour in the spring of 1945, Bowles’s music did not go with it (for 
reasons unknown, perhaps financial). Jacobowsky was Bowles’s first production 
with director Elia Kazan, before both went on to close association with Williams. 
 In 1944, Bowles scored the film Congo, sponsored by the Belgian 
government in exile (in London after the Nazi invasion), and composed his ballet 
Colloque Sentimental, based on poems by Verlaine, presented with sets by 
Salvador Dalí.113 Late that year he collaborated with Williams on the premiere of 
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The Glass Menagerie, discussed at length below. Sawyer-Lauçanno mentions “two 
little theater puppet plays” for which Bowles composed music sometime in 1945-
46.114 One of these, A Quarreling Pair, by his wife Jane, is a very brief and 
somewhat surrealist depiction of two sisters, the strong and self-righteous 
Harriet, and the timid and sensitive Rhoda. Scholar Regina Weinreich states that 
A Quarreling Pair was first performed in 1945 at Spivy’s Roof cabaret with music 
by Paul including “a tradeoff of slaps and songs”.115 Rhoda’s song, which comes 
first in the play, was entitled “Frozen Horse” when it was published by Music 
Press in 1945; Harriet’s song, “Bluebell Mountain,” was retitled “My Sister’s 
Hand in Mine” for publication; together, the set was called A Quarreling Pair.116 
Whether or not these two songs represent the extent of Bowles’s music for the 
play is unclear. Given that the play lasts only about ten minutes, it seems 
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unlikely that much music was involved beyond this.117 As for the second puppet 
play mentioned by Sawyer-Lauçanno, I find no further information about it 
among any of the sources examined for this study. 
 Also in 1946, Bowles completed a second ballet for Lathrop, Apotheosis: A 
Dance for Welland Lathrop118; the song cycle Blue Mountain Ballads, published the 
same year; and translations of two French plays, Satre’s Huis Clos (for which he 
came up with what has become the common English title, No Exit), produced at 
the end of the year, directed by John Houston, and Giraudoux’s La Folle de 
Chaillot (though Bowles’s version was evidently never produced and has since 
been lost).119 He also wrote five theater scores, all but one of which are lost. Of 
Arthur Koestler’s sci-fi comedy Twilight Bar, produced by George Abbott, he 
recalled that it “might have lived had it been properly directed and cast, but [it] 
died, alas, in Baltimore”; Donald Kirkley, in the Baltimore Sun, wrote of “weird 
and appropriate music by Paul Bowles.”120 Next, he scored a play called The 
Dancer by Milton Lewis and Julian Funt, also produced by Abbott, “a 
                                                        
117 “Frozen Horse” exists in three distinct versions, one published, two unpublished. 
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melodramatized version of episodes in Nijinsky’s life [though the play does not 
use Nijinsky’s name]. This was a really difficult task. The script required that the 
music at times slip out of its function as background music and take on the 
quality of concert music. These moments occurred when Nijinsky, played by 
Anton Dolin, began compulsively to dance. It was a new kind of problem to 
solve musically, and for this reason working on it was a pleasure. The show was 
a flop nonetheless.”121 A manuscript score survives, in Bowles’s own hand, 
among his papers at the HRHRC, for flute, oboe/English horn, 2 violins, viola, 
cello, harp, Novachord, and percussion (gong, bass drum, cymbal, snare drum, 
and 2 timpani). Of a production of Thomas Job’s Land’s End, directed by Lewis, 
he wrote: “I was called in more or less at the same time [as The Dancer] to furnish 
music [. . .]. The only thing I recall about the production is that it ran no time at 
all, indeed was dead before the week was up”122; in his review for the Herald 
Tribune, Howard Barnes mentioned “ominous incidental music by Paul 
Bowles.”123 For Maxine Wood’s On Whitman Avenue, Bowles wrote that he 
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provided “a short score”124 but Barlow mentioned “one song by Paul Bowles—a 
lullaby”,125 and Burton Rascoe noted that “[t]he incidental music by Paul Bowles 
is conspicuous mostly for its scarcity.”126 Thus it is unclear just how much music 
the show used, though the lullaby, “Baby, Baby,” which survives, is a sweet, 
jazzy little number.127 The play was directed by Margo Jones, with whom Bowles 
had recently worked on The Glass Menagerie and with whom he would again 
work a few years later on Williams’s Summer and Smoke. 
 By far the highest-profile theater work Bowles did in 1946 was a revival of 
Edmond Rostand’s Cyrano de Bergerac, produced by and starring José Ferrer.128 
This score, too, is apparently lost; all we know for sure is that Bowles again used 
the Novachord for it.129 He recalled that Cyrano was “a carefully planned show 
and a good one [. . .]. It was also a great hit, and that was a pleasant change from 
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the succession of failures with which I had been associated that year.”130 Of the 
Boston tryouts, the Christian Science Monitor reported that “Bowles has written 
some atmospheric incidental music, but the theater orchestra for some reason 
plays eighteenth- instead of seventeenth-century music in the intervals”131 and, 
for Cyrus Durgin of the Boston Globe, Bowles’s “quasi-archaic music heightens 
the general effect.”132 Later, after the New York opening, Howard Barns wrote 
that “Bowles’s incidental music is in the proper magical mood” and “keep[s] the 
proceedings constantly entrancing.”133 When José Ferrer revived his Cyrano at 
New York’s City Center in 1953, he again used Bowles’s score, at which time 
Walter Kerr in the Herald Tribune wrote that it lent the production “a graceful 
and much-needed lyric lift”.134 In 1950, a film version of Cyrano was released by 
United Artists with Ferrer in the title role and music by Dmitri Tiomkin; the 
following year, Capitol Records released an LP featuring Ferrer in “highlights 
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from the motion picture,” not with Tiomkin’s music, but with bits from Bowles’s 
score.135 
 On January 4, 1947, the Herald Tribune announced that “Theater UBU, an 
experimental project for the production of new and futuristic drama, will 
inaugurate its first season Monday with a performance of ‘The Key,’ a play by 
the contemporary Spanish writer Ramon Sander” with music by Bowles.136 If 
Bowles did provide music for this production, no record of it survives, it is 
mentioned in none of the primary or secondary literature about Bowles, and I 
have found no other contemporary reference to it. Later that year, Bowles joined 
Max Ernst, Marcel Duchamp, Man Ray, Alexander Calder, and fellow composers 
John Cage, Louis Applebaum, Darius Milhaud, and David Diamond for the film 
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Dreams that Money Can Buy, directed by Hans Richter.137 
1947 was also the year that Bowles finished his first novel, The Sheltering 
Sky, and moved permanently to Tangier. In his autobiography he considered the 
impetus toward literary expression: “I always seemed to find myself doing what 
someone else wanted done. I furnished music that would embellish or interpret 
the ideas of others [. . .] I was made aware of the slowly increasing desire to step 
outside the dance in which inadvertently I had become involved.”138 In a later 
interview, he put it rather more bluntly: “I was sick of writing music for other 
people.”139 Geography, too, played a role, he claimed: “I think it had a lot to do 
with the fact that I couldn’t make a living as a composer without remaining all 
the time in New York. I was very much fed up with being in New York.”140 
The Sheltering Sky was a success beyond his wildest dreams. It took 
                                                        
137 According to his autobiography (Without Stopping, 273), Bowles worked on those sections of 
the film created by Ernst and Calder.  (He wrote that he had already written a score for a short 
film on the collages of Ernst’s Une semaine de bonté, though I have so far been unable to find any 
information about such a film.) Dreams that Money Can Buy also features singer Libby Holman, for 
whom Bowles would later write his opera Yerma, singing Latouche’s comic song “The Girl with 
the Prefabricated Heart.” It won the award for Best Original Contribution to the Progress of 
Cinematography at the Venice Film Festival that year. 
 
138 Ibid., 273-74. 
 
139 Catherine Warnow and Regina Weinreich, interview with Paul Bowles (1988), in Caponi, ed., 
Conversations, 215. 
 
140 Daniel Halpern, Interview with Paul Bowles (1975), in Caponi, ed., Conversations, 87. 
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Williams and his new play Summer and Smoke (1948, discussed below) to coax 
Bowles back to New York and to the theater so soon after he had determined to 
leave both. He composed little dramatic music in the early 1950s apart from 
Ariel’s two songs, “Come unto these yellow sands” and “Full fathom five,” for a 
1950 commercial recording of Shakespeare’s The Tempest.141 Otherwise, Bowles 
devoted himself mainly to literary pursuits during this period. In 1953, he joined 
Williams in Italy to collaborate on English dialogue for Luchino Visconti’s film 
Senso. 
He did compose one theater score in the early part of the decade, for the 
1953 premiere of his wife’s play In the Summer House. Though the score is lost, it 
formed the subject of one of Thomson’s rare reviews of music for the spoken 
theater, in which he takes his former protégé to task: 
To Mrs. Bowles’s hilarious and ironic tragedy [. . .] Paul Bowles has 
added bits of music with his customary frugality and elegance. 
Some of this music, two Mexican-style songs and an off-stage 
march, are directly functional, perfect for the play, both satirical 
                                                        
141 William Shakespeare, The Tempest, dir. Richard Barr, Polymusic PRLP 5001-5001, 33½ rpm, 
1951. The recording also includes some other quite interesting and atmospheric bits of 
instrumental music by Vladimir Cherniavsky; Bowles’s songs are performed (very poorly) by 
Paula Laurence. In the liner notes for the recording, theater scholar George Freedley wrote: “In 
utilizing two songs specially composed by Paul Bowles, one of the theatre’s most exciting 
musicians (who will ever forget his nostalgic, atmospheric music for Tennessee Williams’ The 
Glass Menagerie?) the dramatic effect of Shakespeare’s drama has been enhanced.” I include this 
quote here for the record, because this recording is increasingly difficult to obtain and, in some 
cases, has been detached from its original packaging so that the commentary is lost. 
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and nostalgic. The rest of the cues are “inside” music, 
accompaniment to reflective monologues [. . .] But the mood they 
create is not specific: they do not tell us what the character they 
accompany is thinking about or avoiding to think about. [. . .] Their 
sound in performance, moreover, which is dominated by 
electronics (a Novachord or Hammond organ is ever present) gives 
a tawdry tone to a production otherwise quite luxurious [. . .] 
nobody’s inner life sounds like a cheap radio.142 
 
As it turned out, Bowles had used neither Novachord nor Hammond organ, nor 
any electronic instruments at all in the score. The following week Thomson 
printed a correction, including an attempt (based upon acoustics) to justify his 
error, and an apology: “I regret that [. . .] I have wounded to the quick a 
composer [. . .] whose theater music has long been esteemed (and rightly) as the 
very cut and model of perfection. A workman so sensitive and so experienced 
does not make a dramatic miscalculation.” He then printed a letter from Bowles, 
quoted here at length for the details it contains about the lost score: 
Dear Mr. Thomson: 
I was disturbed to read your review of my incidental score 
for ‘In the Summer House,’ primarily because it appears to have 
impressed you as not a proper musical setting for the play. [. . .] 
this is a grave accusation [. . .] Each one of the eighteen cues, with 
the exception of the three realistically motivated numbers which 
you cited, was composed and instrumentated with the specific 
purpose in mind of explaining as exactly as possible either the 
emotional state of the character speaking over it, or the emotional 
                                                        
142 Virgil Thomson, “Music and Musicians: In the Theater,” New York Herald Tribune, January 3, 
1954. 
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undertone of the scene being enacted during it, or the emotional 
key to the dramatic progress of the play [. . .] I think your well 
known and justifiable aversion to the use of electronic instrument [. 
. .] caused you, when you heard an over-all tone which you found 
displeasing, to jump to the conclusion that the nebulous, equivocal 
sounds being made by my musicians were due to the presence in 
the ensemble of some sort of electronic instrument [. . .].  
However, the fact is that the score is written for oboe 
doubling on English horn, trumpet, harp, and percussion. No 
electronic instrument has been near it. (There is a vibraphone, 
which sometimes has its vibrators turned on [. . .] but of course this 
has nothing to do with electronics. Another thing which may have 
misled you is the presence of a marimba, the mellow notes of 
whose lower register are not always easily identifiable as such.) I’m 
afraid the ‘cheap radio’ effect you deplored is due simply to a basic 
incompatibility between your auditory nerves and the natural 
acoustics of the Playhouse Theater. [. . .]  
I have always felt that background music in the theater 
should be felt and not heard. The great problem is to make it at the 
same time as soft and as piercing, as inaudible and as physically 
trenchant, as one can. Perhaps a dog-whistle would be the ideal 
instrument. [. . .] 
Sincerely, 
PAUL BOWLES143 
 
The student had become the master. 
Archival records suggest that, in 1956, Bowles devoted some 
consideration to music for a play by Williams’s friend Lilla van Saher entitled 
Four Days with Aira, possibly to be directed by Jones, though the project seems 
                                                        
143 Paul Bowles to Virgil Thomson, reprinted in Virgil Thomson, “Music and Musicians: Paul 
Bowles Replies,” New York Herald Tribune, January 10, 1954. 
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never to have materialized.144 The following year, he appeared in the 
experimental film 8 X 8: A Chess Sonata in 8 Movements by Hans Richter and Jean 
Cocteau. His opera Yerma (again, based on Lorca), commissioned by torch singer 
Libby Holman, had its long-awaited premiere in 1958, and the composer teamed 
up again that same year with José Ferrer for the premiere of Milton Geiger’s play 
Edwin Booth, which had its tryouts in Hollywood before opening in New York. 
Ferrer himself directed and Hollywood costumière Edith Head designed the 
costumes. Bowles’s contract, one of the few that survive among his papers, states 
that he was to be paid $750 at signing, $750 upon delivery of the completed 
score, and royalties of $100 per week for the run of the show, as well as travel 
and living expenses associated with the trip out to California.145 The score uses B-
flat trumpet, flute/piccolo, cello, Novachord, piano, and percussion  including 
vibraphone, triangle, suspended cymbal, snare drum, bass drum, gong, small 
wood block, Glockenspiel, chime in A.146 Bowles incorporated several American 
                                                        
144 A script, with indications for music, survives among Bowles’s papers ((MSS 163, Supplement 
to Paul Bowles Papers, University of Delaware). Another script of the play is held in the Margo 
Jones Collection at the Dallas Public Library (Box 103, MA62-1, Margo Jones Collection 1936-1960, 
Texas/Dallas History & Archives Division, Dallas Public Library). 
 
145 MSS 163, Supplement to Paul Bowles Papers, University of Delaware. 
 
146 Box 11, Paul Bowles Collection, HRHRC. A set of parts (along with a photoreproduction of the 
original score) is held in Boxes 2 and 12 of the Jose Ferrer Collection, Howard Gottlieb Archival 
Research Center, Boston University, Boston, Massachusetts. 
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folk tunes into this score, including “Long Time Ago” and “The Death of General 
Wolfe.”147 The following year he scored his third Williams play, Sweet Bird of 
Youth, and, three years later, in 1962, his fourth, The Milk Train Doesn’t Stop Here 
Any More, both discussed below. Also in 1959, he received a research grant from 
the Rockefeller Foundation to travel around Morocco recording indigenous 
musics for the Library of Congress. 
 Though he devoted most of his energy throughout the 1960s to literature 
and ethnomusicology, in 1966 Bowles began a series of collaborations with the 
Dramatic Society of the American School of Tangier that would last for much of 
the rest of his life and eventually result in nine more theatrical scores, including 
some of his most adventurous experimental music, much of it inspired by his 
ethnomusicological work. The first of these was Sophocles’ Oedipus the King, in 
the English translation by William Butler Yeats, the score to which consists of six 
chanted choruses accompanied by percussion including such Moroccan 
instruments as the tbel, tār, tarija, bendir, darbouka, and finger cymbals, all 
                                                                                                                                                                     
 
147 Bowles had made an arrangement of “General Wolfe” for the WPA Music Project in 1939, 
which he titled “I Went to See My Love”; in Edwin Booth, he uses both the melody and his own 
countermelodic and accompanimental material from the earlier setting. 
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played, in the production, by Moroccan musicians.148 “The kif smoke at 
rehearsals is the main problem,” he wrote to Rorem “for musicians can’t be 
asked to play without making use of their pipes between numbers. ‘Man lives on 
food, and music lives on kif.’”149 In the playbill for the production, the composer 
described his work: 
The necessity here was for simplicity. To make a virtue out of a 
necessity, it is convenient to stylize. There are six choruses, and I 
chose a series of six modes of highly limited scalar range (certain of 
which are perhaps somewhat nearer to those of present-day 
Moroccan music than to the well-known modes reputed, but not 
proven, to have been in use in Classical Greece). Each chorus is 
thus written in its own particular mode, without recourse to 
passing-tones. The vocal line is determined almost exclusively by 
consideration of speech-inflection, and the percussing 
accompaniments are basic and unadorned [. . .].150 
 
Two copies of Bowles’s score survive, one missing the first chorus, the other 
complete and beautifully bound in brown leather with gold lettering.151  
                                                        
148 Paul Bowles and Ned Rorem, Dear Paul Dear Ned: The Correspondence of Paul Bowles and Ned 
Rorem (Edinburgh: Elysium Press, 1997), 41. The tbel is a double-headed side drum; a ṭār is a 
small tambourine; a tarija is a single-headed goblet drum made of glazed pottery; a bendīr is a 
large single-headed frame drum; and a darbouka or darabukka is a single-headed goblet drum 
made from pottery, wood or metal with an open bottom. Philip Schuyler, Christian Poché, Tony 
Langlois, and William J. Conner, et al., various articles, Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, 
Oxford University Press, (accessed July 1, 2015). 
 
149 Dear Paul Dear Ned, 41. Kif or kief is a form of marijuana. 
 
150 Paul Bowles, “Music,” playbill for Oedipus the King (Tangier: American School of Tangier, 
1966), n.p. 
 
151 Box 1, MSS 487, Irene Herrmann-Paul Bowles Collection, University of Delaware. 
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Little information survives pertaining to his next two scores for the 
American School: a 1967 dramatization of one of his own short stories, “The 
Garden,” and a 1969 production of Euripides’ The Bacchae (in an English 
translation by Kenneth Cavander).152 Nothing seems to have survived of either 
score except Bowles’s Bacchae script, which indicates where music was used and 
some rhythmic notation for chanted portions of the text. Of this music, he wrote: 
When I received the text of The Bacchae [. . .] I was in Santa Monica, 
California. I took advantage of the fact that at the moment I was 
preparing a similar (that is, taped) score for a production at 
U.C.L.A. to get on tape the basic material I wanted for The Bacchae. 
Thus, nearly all of the sounds used in the score were made in 
California, but always with attention to their eventual 
metamorphoses and permutations. The final tapes were of course 
recorded here in Tangier, once I had the precise timing. Most of the 
sounds are the result of metal striking metal and water striking 
water, although only a small number of them are identifiable as 
such, and indeed, some sound vaguely like actual musical 
instruments. The real instruments here are played by eleven 
Moroccans seated backstage: they perform on the bendir, the qasba, 
the tbel, the tar, and other less usual instruments such as finger 
cymbals.153 
                                                                                                                                                                     
 
152 MSS 163, Supplement to Paul Bowles Papers, University of Delaware. Bowles’s script names 
the translator. Miller gives the names as Kenneth Cavendish, which seems to be an error. 
According to their playbills among Bowles’s papers, all the American School productions for 
which Bowles provided music were directed by Joseph McPhillips III (not, as Miller states, Joseph 
McPhillips IV). 
 
153 Paul Bowles, as quoted in Irene Herrmann and Benjamin Folkman, “Catalog of Paul Bowles’ 
Musical Works,” www.paulbowles.org, http://www.paulbowles.org/music.html (accessed July 
29, 2015). The original source of the quote is not given and neither Ms. Herrmann nor I have so 
far been unable to locate it. See note above regarding Moroccan instruments; the qasba or qaṣaba 
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The production in Santa Monica to which he refers was James Bridges’s play 
Bachelor Furnished, which he scored late in 1968 and which opened at UCLA’s 
Actors Studio West early the next year.154 Also in 1968 he composed music for a 
double-bill of plays by Leonard Melfi, Wet and Dry and Alive, probably the 
premiere productions of both.155 This music was recorded at some point and 
survives in the Bowles archive at Columbia University; it recalls his experimental 
musique concrète composition The Pool KIII from ten years earlier, as well as the 
description above of “metal striking metal and water striking water.”156 Records 
from this period among Bowles’s papers also indicate that director Joseph Losey, 
with whom the composer had worked on his very first theater production in 
1936, made some effort to get Bowles to write the music for his film Les routes du 
sud, but that difficulties with the Moroccan government prevented him from 
                                                                                                                                                                     
is “a rim-blown flute used in the Maghrib.” "Qaṣaba," Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, 
Oxford University Press, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy.bu.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/22611 
(accessed July 4, 2015). 
 
154 Miller, A Descriptive Bibliography, 250; Caponi, ed., Conversations, 42. 
 
155 Item 12, MS #0140, Paul Bowles Papers 1940-1988, Rare Book & Manuscript Library, Columbia 
University. 
 
156 Paul Bowles, The Pool K III, Cadmus Editions/DOM America CE/DOM US CD 20, 2013. 
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taking the work.157  
In 1978, he provided scores for two more productions at the American 
School, Euripides’ Orestes, which score Miller describes as musique concrete but 
with no further details,158 and Albert Camus’s Caligula, for which Miller gives the 
instrumentation as guitar and percussion consisting of cigar-box, pot covers, 
conga drum, xylophone, maracas, and cowbell.159 Nothing further is known of 
either production and the music for both is evidently lost. In 1981, he scored a 
revival of Melfi’s best-known play, Birdbath.160 During the 1980s and 90s he 
created four more scores for the American School, including a 1984 double bill of 
Jane Bowles’s A Quarreling Pair (presumably performed by real actors instead of 
puppets) and an adaptation by Joseph A. McPhillips (who also directed) of her 
short story “Camp Cataract”;161 a 1992 production of Euripides’ Hippolytos in 
Arabic with costumes by fashion designer Yves Saint Laurent; a 1993 production 
                                                        
157 Joseph Losey to Paul Bowles, August 5 and 23, 1977, MSS 163, Supplement to Paul Bowles 
Papers, University of Delaware. Losey’s film was released the following year with a score by 
French composer Michel Legrand. 
 
158 Miller, A Descriptive Bibliography, 250; Miller gives the dates as 1977, Irene Herrmann as 1978 
(http://www.paulbowles.org/music.html). 
 
159 Miller, A Descriptive Bibliography, 250. 
 
160 Caponi, ed., Conversations, 42. 
 
161 “Catalog of Paul Bowles’ Musical Works,” www.paulbowles.org, 
http://www.paulbowles.org/music.html (accessed July 29, 2015). 
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of Oscar Wilde’s Salome, two of the four shows performed in Arabic, the other 
two in English; and a 1997 production of Peter Shaffer’s The Royal Hunt of the Sun. 
Hippolytos was Bowles’s first score for synthesizer. He wrote to Rorem in 
March of 1992 that he was “working (for the first time) at a synthesizer, to 
prepare a score for the American School’s production of Hippolyte [sic]. So far it 
impresses me as a ridiculous object. That may be because I haven’t learned how 
to ‘drive’ it. But I doubt I’ll want to use such a gadget again.”162 In June, having 
completed the score, he again wrote Rorem to say, “I’ve just been through three 
months of suffering: [. . .] in order to produce the [Hippolytos] score I was obliged 
to use a synthesizer. This was an experience I shouldn’t like to repeat. I’d never 
before seen or touched any form of computer, so that trying to master the 
technique of driving a synthesizer took more time and energy than composing 
the music.”163 The playbill for the production states that it was dedicated jointly 
to Bowles and Saint Laurent.164 Notwithstanding his objections to the synthesizer, 
he used it again the next year for Salome. In a 1995 interview with Philip Ramey, 
Bowles noted that his Salome music uses “simple and repetitious North African 
                                                        
162 Bowles/Rorem, Dear Paul, Dear Ned, 133. 
 
163 Ibid., 135. 
 
164 MSS 163, Supplement to Paul Bowles Papers, University of Delaware. 
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melodies that I remembered from a trip to Algeria in 1933,” melodic material he 
had previously used in his Suite for Small Orchestra (1933).165 The playbill for 
Salome reads: “Last year Mr. Bowles, with his music for Hippolytos, took us to 
ancient Greece. This year it is ancient Judea, the court of Herod.”166 Although 
both Bowles’s script and the recorded music cues survive, it is difficult to match 
one up with the other. The script appears to indicate a total of ten music cues 
(listed at the end, #7 repeated), but the recording contains twelve distinct tracks; 
certain notes in the score give clues about which synthesized instrumental 
sounds were used for which cues, but these are difficult to interpret. At this time, 
I will venture only one guess: that the tenth track on the existing original 
recording is the famed Dance of the Seven Veils (marked as Cue 6 on p. 45 of the 
script).167 In 1994, three musicians, Hermann Kretzschmar, Catherine Milliken, 
and Dietmar Weisner, visited Bowles in Tangier with the goal of turning his 
scores for Hippolytos and Salome into a suite for winds, piano, and percussion. 
The result, Hippolytos and Salome, was commercially recorded and released in 
                                                        
165 Paul Bowles, interview by Phillip Ramey (1995), reprinted in Paul Bowles: Music, 25-26. 
 
166 MSS 163, Supplement to Paul Bowles Papers, University of Delaware. 
 
167 Item 22, Paul Bowles Sound Archive, University of California at Santa Cruz. 
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1995 and published in print the following year.168 Of the undertaking, Cathy 
Milliken recalls:  
Upon our visit to him, he advised us that this music was as yet 
unrecorded and that it only existed as a tape. It had been played 
directly into the synthesizer and so recorded. My colleague 
Dietmar Wiesner was mostly involved with procuring the tapes of 
the performance from the school. So there was no score! We did the 
arrangements ourselves by transcribing from tape and then 
instrumenting the result. We stayed very close to the original. After 
we had recorded these pieces [. . .] we received a letter from 
[Bowles]. I believe he was pleased with the result.169 
 
In the liner notes for the recording, the composer is quoted as saying: “I told 
Messrs Kretzschmar, Wiesner and Miss Milliken that what they were intending 
to do—arrange music composed on synthesizer for actual instruments—was an 
impossibility. Nevertheless, to prove me wrong they plunged in, and less than a 
year later confronted me with their quite acceptable efforts.”170 In fact, their 
efforts resulted in an exquisite rendering of some of Bowles’s very late music, not 
only in the newly arranged, recorded, and published version but in its original 
tape form which might otherwise have been lost had the tapes not been 
                                                        
168 Paul Bowles, Migrations, HCD-Productions, Largo CD 5131, 1995; Paul Bowles, Hippolytos and 
Solome, arr. HCD-Productions: Hermann Kretzschmar, Catherine Milliken, Dietmar Wiesner 
(Köln: UBM Records GMBH, 1996). 
 
169 Catherine Milliken, e-mail to author, September 3, 2014. 
 
170 Paul Bowles, “The Composer Recalls . . . ,” Migrations. 
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recovered from the American School for the project, apparently the only two of 
the recorded “soundtracks” he made for the School’s productions to survive. 
Bowles’s last composition before his death in 1999 was one final theater score, for 
the American School’s 1997 production of Shaffer’s The Royal Hunt of the Sun. 
Again, the work was created for synthesizer, which the composer had apparently 
come to terms with by then; all remnants of it appear to have been lost.  
 
Bowles on Music for Spoken Drama 
When functional music fulfills its task perfectly, it lays itself open 
to the charge of being subservient and unoriginal; if it asserts itself, 
it runs the much greater risk of being accused of trying to steal the 
show. Perhaps this kind of music needs to offer no more than the 
negative aspect of originality: it must not sound too familiar. What 
is desired is the color of newness without its substance.171 
 
So Bowles wrote in his 1943 review of Bernard Herrmann’s score for the film Jane 
Eyre. For all his experience in the spoken theater, and his more than four 
hundred printed reviews as a music critic, most notably for Modern Music and 
the Herald Tribune, Bowles left only a few records from which may be gleaned the 
principles that guided his spoken-dramatic work. The most straightforward of 
these is from a letter he wrote in 1956 to musicologist May Burton, preserved in 
                                                        
171 Paul Bowles, “Music for ‘Jane Eyre’,” New York Herald Tribune, December 26, 1943. 
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her pioneering study of American theater music reviewed in Chapter One above. 
His words to Burton amount to a sort of manifesto on spoken-theater composing: 
[T]he most important consideration is that the music must at all 
times and in every sense be subsidiary to the play. It would never 
occur to me to write music for the theatre with the possibility in 
mind that it could subsequently be played by itself in concert. (If 
that turns out to be possible, it is sheer luck.) The music should be 
such that it needs its literary context to motivate its existence. It 
should make no more claim to a separate identity than the list of 
lighting cues prepared by the electrician, since in most (if not all) 
instances it is exactly that: auditory lighting.172 
 
The extent of his spoken-theater criticism seems to be one review for Modern 
Music, of the Lunt-Fontanne production of The Pirate (1942-43) with music by 
Herbert Kingsley, of which Bowles wrote: “There was plenty of variety and some 
charm in the score. However, its effectiveness was constantly minimized. It all 
came out the small end of the megaphone [a critique of the audibility]. And I 
should have liked a little auditory suggestion of Trinidad, Martinique, or 
Barbados [the play is set in the Caribbean]. Mr. Kingsley allowed the sets to 
provide all the ambience.”173 His concerns here were primarily with acoustics 
and style.  
What little else he wrote specifically about music for the spoken theater 
                                                        
172 Paul Bowles to May Elizabeth Burton, March 27, 1956, quoted in Burton, “A Study of Music as 
an Integral Part of the Spoken Drama,” 243. 
173 Paul Bowles, “Films and Theatre,” Modern Music 20/2 (January-February 1945): 131. 
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reveals the contradictions of the trade and especially of those who straddled the 
line between “serious” and “functional” composition (to use his own terms). For 
example, in 1941, he wrote to Saroyan about collaborating on an opera:  
I’m itching to get to work at something really serious and meaty and 
exciting, and not just another incidental score for a play. In between 
furnishing music by the yard, you’ve got to call on yourself for 
spontaneous, personal inspiration once in a while or you dry up. 
With a play, the inspiration is of necessity cut short, the music must 
be subservient to the action and dramatic mood, every instant. In an 
opera, even though the music is dependent upon the libretto [. . .] it 
in turn has the happy faculty of supporting and intensifying the 
words to a point which lies far beyond that attainable in the less 
lyrical play-with-music. [. . .] I’ve been furnishing scraps of music 
and doing nothing else, and for my own satisfaction I’ve got to 
produce something I can get excited about musically.174 
 
Eight years later, in 1949, in what might be interpreted either as wisdom or 
revisionism, he asserted that  
incidental music for the theatre was one perfect medium for 
carrying out some of the ideas I had subconsciously been trying to 
express. Here it is no longer a crime, but a virtue, for a composer to 
prescind the emotional content of his music before presenting it [. . 
.] here, and in writing for films too, one can with immunity write 
climaxless music, hypnotic music in one of the exact senses of the 
word, in that it makes its effect without the spectator’s being aware 
of it.175 
                                                        
174 Paul Bowles to Williams Saroyan, MSS 323, Paul Bowles Letters to William Saroyan, 
University of Delaware Library. 
 
175 Paul Bowles, “Paul Bowles,” American Composers Today: A Biographical and Critical Guide (New 
York: H. W. Wilson Co., 1949), 39. 
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These records, from the beginning and end of the decade that established Bowles 
as one of the New York theater’s most sought-after composers, reflect not only 
his own evolving, or conflicting, ideas about the medium itself, but also the 
ongoing conundrum associated with spoken-theater music and its historical 
value. Does the assessment of the young Bowles, just starting out as a theater 
composer, confirm the general historical consensus that ‘incidental music’ is too 
incidental to matter to historians? Or does the reevaluation by the older, more 
experienced man deserve our consideration for what it might reveal about 
‘composorial’ intent and historic worth? (Or both? Or neither?) 
However we answer these questions, the fact remains that Bowles 
achieved a position virtually unique in the American theater: at the time a 
critically acclaimed composer of “art” music who left a body of over thirty 
theater scores, mostly for the commercial spoken theater, singular not only by 
virtue of its quantity, but by its range of styles and techniques, and even its 
geography, from Broadway to Los Angeles to Tangier. 
Though he wrote little about the theater, he spilt a good deal of ink on film 
music and from this it is possible to extrapolate a few additional insights 
regarding his approach to the spoken drama, when considered in the context of 
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his surviving theater scores and the contemporary descriptions of and reactions 
to his work from both critics and colleagues presented in this study. As noted, he 
considered both film and theater music to be in the “functional” category, in 
contrast to “serious” or “concert” or “art” music, a distinction characteristic of 
his historic period and the dominant traditions and categories within which he 
was formed and mainly functioned but against which the evidence of his own 
career would seem to indicate he frequently strove.  
Though he frequently decried Hollywood scoring, Bowles was less 
resistant to its techniques, especially underscoring, than his teacher Thomson. 
Nevertheless, his approach was essentially Thomsonian: in the review of Jane 
Eyre quoted above, Bowles went on to praise Herrmann’s score for its functional 
aptness, its craft and, above all, its quality of being unobtrusively attendant to 
the drama: 
It is not composers’ music, wherein emphasis is placed on themes 
and development and expression of personality through harmonic 
originality, although the stuff used in its structure is distinguished: 
its thematic material is by no means hackneyed, and its harmonies 
are fresh yet properly unnoticeable. But if there is no particular 
passage sufficiently compelling to make one wish to listen to it 
again as to a piece of art music, there are a good many of them 
which exists very strongly in relation to the film’s action. The score 
is an excellent example of functional composition: it is highly 
expressive, neutral music which remains at all times a faithful 
auditory counterpart of the visual drama, and directly motivated 
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by it.176 
 
With little effort, one can imagine precisely the same criteria applied to the 
spoken theater, especially as manifest in Bowles’s own scores. As we have seen 
(in the above-quoted letter to Thomson regarding Jane Bowles’s In the Summer 
House), he believed that “background music in the theater should be felt and not 
heard. The great problem is to make it at the same time as soft and as piercing, as 
inaudible and as physically trenchant, as one can.”177 This reveals the vital 
aspects, for Bowles, of music as a successful adjunct of the spoken drama: 1) 
unnoticeable expressivity, 2) directly motivated by the dramatic action. 
However, both ingredients must be present:  
The prevalent criterion of film music seems to be that quality is in 
direct ratio to imperceptibility. An unnoticeable score passes for 
competent when it doesn’t detract from the spectator’s interest [in 
the drama]. [. . .] Why grant extra alibis to film music for the 
privilege of being dull? [. . .] the music created to give an extra 
dimension to the final impression [of the drama] must have a 
logical design and a sense of direction.178 
 
In this sort of subtle reconciliation of disparate musical elements that aims at 
maximum effect with minimum active listening on the part of the audience, 
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Bowles by all accounts excelled. Without seeking to enlist music overtly in the 
service of intellectual engagement with the action or implication of the drama, 
his literary mind clearly appreciated the ability of music to heighten the 
communicative capacities of words or dramatic action, to enhance, imply, or 
otherwise alter both affect and effect, ideally without the spectator’s awareness 
(assuming that that spectator is not also a music critic). 
A few more indications of his dramatic priorities may be gleaned from his 
film critiques. He praised Copland’s score for The City (1938) for its melodic 
materials of “great charm and a pleasant elasticity, which makes them capable of 
being prolonged at will without sounding as though they were stalling for 
time.”179 Bowles himself was a master of this sort of melodic “charm and 
elasticity,” ample evidence of which may be found in his Glass Menagerie score, 
considered below. He objected to musical instruments attempting to produce 
recognizable sound effects for the simple reason that “the music, which is a 
commentary on the action, and the sound effects, which are the action itself” 
must under most circumstances be clearly-enough delineated that the audience is 
certain which the actors are meant to hear and which they are not:180 “There must 
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be no confusion in the impressions conveyed through the same sense organ.”181 
He chided Roy Harris for writing film music (for One Tenth of a Nation, 1940) that 
“rather arbitrarily steals the whole show. His music isn’t functional. It is 
complex, and tends to be descriptive rather than evocative. [. . .] It is essentially 
concert music, and the musical line is often too long to be of service.”182 He 
praised Louis Gruenberg’s “thematic material [that] is generally straightforward, 
simple, and rather distinguished”;183 similarly, he admired Gail Kubik’s work in 
The World at War (1942) for its music “of the straightforward, hard-hitting 
variety, with good basic rhythms guaranteed to catch immediately the interest in 
any given sequence.”184 
Bowles himself excelled at the creation of atmosphere, color, and 
evocation of mood in the theater: “The high degree of specialization to which this 
work has subjected him” wrote Glanville-Hicks, “has perhaps developed his flair 
for textures and atmospheres a little at the expense of that for form, in the 
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organic architectural sense”.185 In terms of rhythmic sophistication he profited 
from his engagement with the musics of Mexico, Central America, southeast 
Asia, and north Africa. His melodic-thematic material tends to be exceptionally 
“distinguished” (to use one of his own favorite words): even when writing 
“background” music, he had a knack for the sort of tuneful, memorable melody 
often associated with the great popular songsters of his era. Thomson 
summarized Bowles’s style with this description:  
inexhaustible melodic invention, an enormous fancy in 
instrumental figuration, a dainty taste in prismatic harmony (as if 
each chord were accompanied by its own refraction) and the most 
sophisticated hand for percussion now working among us. His 
expressive content is nostalgic and evocative of the vernacular. 
Sometimes the vernacular is Mexican, sometimes Spanish or 
African. At its most powerful, for Americans, it evokes the 
American urban musical idiom of our century’s first two decades.186 
 
Bowles concluded his review of Jane Eyre by praising Herrmann’s “fine 
understanding of the psychological relationships which exist between drama and 
music, particularly between mood and orchestral timbre: and this is the 
determining factor in making the score an outstanding one.”187 Music for drama, 
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he wrote, “needs to be treated with the same consideration accorded the lights on 
the set. One neither overlights nor underlights, and certainly one never considers 
lighting a luxury. If music is necessary [. . .] pains should be taken to discover 
exactly where it is needed, and what is essential at that spot.”188 
 
The Bowles-Williams Collaboration 
Tennessee Williams first made his mark in the American theater during an 
era that valued the impact of dramatic music, probably thanks especially to the 
influences of Hollywood, as discussed in Chapter Two, above. Williams himself 
conceived of his dramatic atmospheres aurally as well as visually, and music 
frequently factored explicitly into the auditory mise en scènes of his plays as he 
conceived them. His first play to be produced professionally, Battle of Angels, 
included an original score by Colin McPhee, and over the years, he also worked 
with Lehman Engel (A Streetcar Named Desire), David Diamond (The Rose Tattoo), 
Lee Hoiby (Slapstick Tragedy), Ned Rorem (The Milk Train Doesn’t Stop Here 
Anymore, 1964 version), Chuck Wayne (Orpheus Descending), and others. But no 
composer’s music is as closely associated with Williams’s work as that of Bowles: 
Bowles scored four Williams premieres, while no other composer did more than 
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one. Rorem writes of the close association between Williams’s work and Bowles’s 
musical style, suggesting that the plays upon which they collaborated “would 
never have had quite the same tonality—the same fragrance—without Bowles’ 
music emerging from them so pleasingly.”189 With their first collaboration, The 
Glass Menagerie, Bowles established the “Tennessee sound” (to borrow Rorem’s 
term) that in various ways characterizes all his surviving Williams scores: the 
dreamy and atmospheric use of Hammond organ or Novachord, and harp, plus 
one or two prominent melodic instruments; the abundance (occasional 
overabundance) of memorable melodies, generally constructed motivically so as 
to be able to expand and contract as needed to suite the dialogue or action; the 
highly flexible Franco-American harmonic palette with debts to jazz and popular 
musics; and the skilled and subtle use of percussion.  
When Bowles and Williams first met in Acapulco in 1940, just prior to the 
New York premier of Battle of Angels and more than three years before Menagerie, 
Bowles was by far the better-known theater artist. In his autobiography, the 
composer recalled their first meeting: 
One morning [. . .] someone arrived at the door and asked to see 
me. It was a round-faced, sunburned young man in a big floppy 
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sombrero and a striped sailor sweater, who said his name was 
Tennessee Williams, that he was a playwright, and that Lawrence 
Langner of the Theatre Guild had told him to look me up. I asked 
him to come in and installed him in a hammock, explaining that we 
had to hurry to the beach with friends. I brought him books and 
magazines and rum and Coke [. . .] Seven hours later we go back to 
the house and found our visitor lying contentedly in his hammock 
reading.190 
 
Bowles recounted that Williams brought with him a letter from Lawrence 
Langner, perhaps an introduction.191 Both soon returned to the U.S., Williams to 
the crushing failure of Battle of Angels, Bowles to score Twelfth Night for the 
Theatre Guild. According to the composer, they never met again until Williams 
asked him to write the score for Menagerie late in 1944.192 In addition to becoming 
close personal friends after that, the two worked together on three more of 
Williams’s New York or world premieres, Summer and Smoke, Sweet Bird of Youth, 
and The Milk Train Doesn’t Stop Here Any More. In addition to the four settings of 
Williams’s poems that comprise what is today Bowles’s best-known musical 
work, the song cycle Blue Mountain Ballads (1946), he made musical settings of 
eight other poems or lyrics by Williams, including a cycle of five songs called 
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Gothic Suite (1960), and three individual settings: “Three” (1947), “Her Head 
upon the Pillow” (1961), and “My Love Was Light” (1984), the last presented as a 
gift to Copland on his eighty-fourth birthday (and the last song Bowles ever 
wrote).193 When Bowles published his first novel, The Sheltering Sky, a glowing 
review by Williams in the New York Times virtually ensured popular interest, as 
did a similar review in The Saturday Review of his first collection of short stories, 
The Delicate Prey and Other Stories.194 Bowles recalled: 
When I first knew Tennessee [. . .] I wasn’t a writer, I was only a 
composer. And I didn’t start writing until the mid-forties. But as 
soon as I did, Tennessee immediately took up cudgels for my work 
and went out of his way to write reviews of my first two or three 
books [. . .] He couldn’t have been a better friend. No one I know 
has so consistently stood behind my writing as Tennessee all 
during these years.195 
 
Williams’s own first and best-known novel, The Roman Spring of Mrs. Stone, is 
dedicated to Bowles. In 1948, around the time he was beginning work on Summer 
and Smoke, Bowles wrote to Williams to say that stage designer Oliver Smith 
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wished composer and playwright to collaborate on an opera. Bowles wrote: “You 
could do a wonderful libretto, and naturally I would want to be the composer. So 
don’t go and do an opera with David Diamond or William Schuman or Leonard 
Bernstein.”196 As late as 1960, Bowles was still expressing interest to Williams in 
an operatic collaboration—though specifically not an opera made out of any of 
his existing plays—showing among other things that Bowles still considered 
himself an active composer.197 He translated into English Mohamed Choukri’s 
memoir Tennessee Williams in Tangier (Cadmus, 1979) and Williams himself 
contributed a note to the publication. Shortly after Williams’s death in 1983, 
Bowles wrote: “Although I didn’t see Tennessee very often, I thought of him as 
one of my closest friends, and of course I still do think of him in that way.”198 
 The first Bowles-Williams collaboration, the 1944 premiere of Menagerie, is 
considered at length below. In 1948, they joined forces again, for the New York 
premiere of Summer and Smoke. Williams evidently felt that the play needed work 
before a New York opening, so he allowed Margo Jones to produce it in Dallas in 
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1947 as part of the inaugural season of her pioneering Theatre ’47.199 Sawyer-
Lauçanno writes that the Dallas production was not accompanied by music, 
though Helen Sheehy, in her biography of Jones, writes of the Dallas production 
that the director “melded the prologue and thirteen scenes of the play into a 
seamless whole, primarily with flexible, imaginative use of light and music to 
bridge scenes”, without any further details.200  
For the Broadway premiere, which Jones also directed, Williams insisted 
upon music, and insisted that it be by Bowles. In a letter to Jones, possibly from 
February 1948, Williams wrote “I am wondering if I should ask [Bowles] about 
doing music for ‘Summer’. We certainly must have some and I am sure that you 
would want Paul to do it. Question is whether he’ll come back to the States in 
time.”201 Presumably sometime thereafter, Williams wrote to Bowles:  
Paul, I was terribly disappointed that we couldn’t get you to write 
music for Streetcar. I insisted that you should be contacted but you 
had already departed for Africa. However I hope that you will 
work with us on “Summer & Smoke” which Margo is going to 
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produce starting about August 16th. Would you have the time or 
the inclination? The play has many problems. It is not as well-
written as Streetcar and will need a brilliant production [. . .] and it 
really needs a musical score like Menagerie had.202 
 
In April, Jones herself wrote to Bowles asking if he was interested. In addition to 
assuring him that she had a top-notch production team, she wrote “I’m 
producing and directing it so you see we won’t have all the troubles we had 
before”—presumably a reference to Menagerie, since the only other production 
the two had done together to that point was On Whitman Avenue, for which 
Bowles wrote only one song.203 She continued: “You must know I want this 
production to have the best of everything—that’s why I want you. [. . .] There is 
not a great deal of original music called for but what there is is very very 
important to the success of the play. There are 12 scenes and a prologue”. She 
described her staging concept, including a musical theme she termed “the angel 
music,” associated with a stone angel that figures prominently in the play. 
Additionally, she named several preexisting musical works that Williams 
designates in the script. Citing the fatal effect of ongoing operating costs to many 
recent productions, she offered Bowles a flat fee. On May 7, Bowles cabled her 
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“TWENTYFIVE [sic] HUNDRED SEEMS FAIR WITHOUT ROYALTIES”.204 The 
same day he sent her a letter in which he expressed his wish to complete as much 
of the work as possible in Tangier before travelling to New York for rehearsals. 
Finally, he cabled on June 1: “THOUSAND DOWN PLUS FIFTEEN HUNDRED 
BY OPENING AGREED”.205 No official contract is extant among the papers of 
either artist. Summer and Smoke opened on Broadway on October 6, 1948, while 
the Pulitzer-Prize-winning A Streetcar Named Desire was still running.206  
Bowles’s score uses B-flat clarinet/bass clarinet, violin, cello, double bass, 
harp, Novachord, percussion including Chinese drum, gong, suspended cymbal, 
tambourine, vibraphone, snare drum, bass drum, and wind machine.207 A script 
of the play among William’s papers, labeled “Prompt Copy,” contains precise 
music and lighting cues, typed in, rather than handwritten.208 Twenty-nine 
numbered music cues in this script appear to indicate Bowles’s original music or 
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his arrangements of preexisting tunes including “La Golondrina” and “The 
Santiago Waltz.”209 The same script calls for the use of several preexisting 
recordings, which the playbill names as W. C. Handy’s “Yellow Dog Blues,” 
“Loveless Love,” and “Aunt Hagar’s Children’s Blues”; and John Philip Sousa’s 
“On the Campus” and “Black Horse Troop.” Another recording indicated in the 
script but not listed in the playbill was Francisco Tárrega’s “Danza Mora” for 
solo guitar. 
 Over all, Bowles’s music for Summer and Smoke bears marked similarities 
to his Menagerie score, especially with its use of electronic keyboard and harp, 
which help create the sort of dreamy sound-washes against which the typically 
plaintive melodies unfold, ideal for Williams’s moody psychological drama 
about duty and desire. Though the new arrival was generally panned by New 
York critics (no doubt suffering from comparison with Streetcar), Howard Barnes 
wrote that Bowles “composed evocative accompanying music to the untidy 
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fragments of exposition”210 and Robert Garland, in the Journal-American, called 
Bowles’s music “typically Tennessee Williams” without further judgment.211 A 
non-critical response, by one Arthur Hartmann of New York City sent “To the 
Drama Editor” and reprinted in the “Drama Mailbag” section of the New York 
Times, reads: 
Regarding 'Summer and Smoke,' I note that the critics all praised 
the producer, the stage designer and the principals [though few 
praised the play]. But, as a musician, I regret to note that no one has 
made mention of the composer, Paul Bowles, who in this score has 
created exactly that haunting, recurring, eerie fixation which is 
truly tremulous with beauty and which, with my deep admiration, 
I put on a par with the original creation of Tennessee Williams' 
fabulously poignant work.212 
 
When the production went on tour, Bowles’s music did not go with it for reasons 
unknown. One Chicago reviewer wrote “Paul Bowles’s incidental music has 
been incidentally dropped, possibly in the name of economy, and phonograph 
records substituted.”213 However, when the play got to London, Bowles’s music 
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was back in; Kenneth Tynan of The Spectator wrote that “Mr. Paul Bowles’ 
incidental music, transmitted through a loud speaker imaginatively lodged in the 
theatre’s dome, hangs on the air like a cobweb.”214 
For Summer and Smoke, two sets of recorded cues are extant, one 
commercially available from Dramatists Play Service (DPS), consisting of fifty-
three cues, including Bowles’s original music and recordings of the “found 
music” mentioned above although, as far as I can tell, none of these are the 
specific numbers named in the original playbill, others in similar style having 
been substituted for reasons unknown. Also present on this recording are a 
number of sound-effect cues called for in the script, such as crowd noises, 
fireworks, train whistles, and wind.215 The second recording, comprising only 
eighteen cues, contains what sound to be a good many of the exact same 
recording as the DPS version, as well as a small amount of music by Bowles not 
on the DPS recording, fewer of the “found music” cues, and none of the sound 
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effects.216 Although a letter among Bowles’s papers, dated 1959, stipulates that 
“Samuel French, Inc., shall have the exclusive handling of the stock rights, for the 
United States of America and the Dominion of Canada, of your music for the 
play entitled ‘SUMMER AND SMOKE’” and that the music “shall be available 
immediately for use in connection with stock production of the play,”217 it seems 
unlikely that either recording was actually made at that time, so many years after 
the play’s relatively unsuccessful premiere (but probably too soon for any sort of 
historical reissue).218 Williams later revised Summer and Smoke as The Eccentricities 
of a Nightingale, which had its premiere in 1976, with a score by Charles Gross.  
 In 1953, Williams recommended Bowles, who by that time had made an 
international name for himself as a novelist and author of short stories, to write 
English dialogue for Luchino Visconti’s film Senso. In the end, the two 
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collaborated on the project and shared credit in the film.219 That same year, 
Williams’s next play, Camino Real, was brought to the stage for the first time. 
Williams claimed to have tried to convince Kazan, who directed, to hire Bowles, 
but Kazan refused. In an undated letter, Williams wrote to Bowles that 
Frank, Audrey, and I worked very hard on Gadg [Kazan] to get 
you for “Camino” and if the show had been put off till next season, 
as seemed likely at one point owing to the determined resistance of 
Gadg’s wife, we might eventually have won him over. He does like 
your music, but I think he and Molly Kazan have a real phobia 
about your writing. This comes from Molly not Gadg. She is a 
dedicated person, the self-appointed scourge of Bohemia, and the 
year that “Sheltering Sky” came out, she sent us a carbon copy of a 
vitriolic review of it that she was trying unsuccessfully to market. It 
seemed to obsess her. I can’t help thinking that this attitude toward 
your writing has influenced Gadg against you as a composer. So far 
we have no composer and I doubt that there will be any original 
score. Probably we will just have a guitarist and selected tunes, 
although the play needs a score more than any other I’ve written.220 
 
Camino Real, with a score by Brazilian composer Bernardo Ségall, was another 
failure for Williams though, according to Miller, Paul and Jane Bowles joined 
painters Willem and Elaine de Kooning, Lotte Lenya, and a host of other high-
profile artists in issuing a “Statement on Behalf of a Poet,” urging popular 
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support for the work, calling it “the finest play Tennessee Williams has yet 
written.”221 In 1957, Williams presented a revised version of his 1940 Battle of 
Angels, renamed Orpheus Descending, with music by jazz guitarist Chuck Wayne. 
The production also incorporated Bowles’s song “Heavenly Grass,” the first of 
the Blue Mountain Ballads, published eleven years earlier. 
 Of all Bowles’s scores for Williams plays, Sweet Bird of Youth (1959) is the 
one we know least about in terms of the actual sound and function of the music, 
since neither score nor recording appears to have survived. A promptbook 
among Williams’s papers indicates musical beginnings and endings, but little 
more.222 The show’s producer, Cheryl Crawford, wrote to Wood, by this time 
agent to both Williams and Bowles, that “[t]here doesn’t seem to be much 
[music] to be written except the lament. [. . .] Ten [Williams] told me he didn’t 
want much anyway.”223 “The Lament,” according to the published script, is “a 
thematic music” that occurs throughout the play.224 The previous month, Wood 
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had written to Bowles that “we [Wood, Kazan, and Crawford] have all decided 
that we would, of course, like you to do the music”,225 yet just a month later 
Crawford wrote Wood to say that, if Bowles was too expensive, Kazan wanted 
composer David Amram for Sweet Bird.226 As late as January 1959 the issue was 
evidently still not settled. In a letter to Williams, Bowles wrote, “Audrey has 
written that Gadg now wants someone else to write the music for SWEET BIRD. 
[. . .] It is difficult to understand why Gadg is so mercurial, since I spoke with 
him twice during the autumn, and there was no question about my doing the 
music”.227 Perhaps the friction begun with Camino Real still lingered between 
Bowles and Molly Kazan. Whatever the case, Bowles did eventually write the 
score for the premiere of Sweet Bird of Youth and the associated correspondence 
suggests that, even after his success as a writer when, presumably, he was more 
financially secure than before, he was still interested in composing for the 
theater, or at least for Williams. 
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 Notwithstanding Crawford’s claim that Williams didn’t want much 
music, a copy of what appears to be a working version of the script among 
Kazan’s papers includes a number of musical indications (some but not all of 
which are also contained in the published script), including several instances of 
“The Lament” (sometimes “the lamentation” in the published script), perhaps 
related to the “Aeolian Lament,” mentioned separately in the same working 
script. Other musical indications from Kazan’s script include  
“Alleluia [sic] Chorus” 
“Soft organ music which seems to make wry comments on the dialogue  
by little grace notes and arpeggios” 
“Novachord starts in the lounge ‘Sweet and Lovely’” 
“Invisible entertainer (instant interruption of piano or organ)” playing  
 “It’s a Great, Wide, Wonderful World We Live In” [sic] 
“Entertainer finishes . . . piano lid slams . . .” 
“Organist returns for another set: sweeps into ‘Quiero mucho’ [sic]” 
“Triumphal March from Aida.”228 
 
Similar instructions, in list form, among Wood’s papers add  
 
“Radio music” 
“Novachord plays feverish tango” 
“Novachord comes up loud and fades out” 
“Band plays fast and dissonant march tune.”229  
 
                                                        
228 Box 42, Elia Kazan Collection, Cinema Archives, Wesleyan University, Middletown, 
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229 N. a., “Sweet Bird of Youth Special Effects” (photocopy), n. d., Box 18, Audrey Wood 
Collection, HRHRC. The published script also makes reference to “a phrase of stately, Mozartian 
music, suggesting a court dance” in 2.1 (p. 57). 
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Though most of these indications are absent from the extant promptbook 
held among Williams’s papers at the University of Delaware, these two 
documents can help to verify a few facts gleaned from other surviving 
documents.230 For example, based upon a document among Crawford’s papers 
indicating the rental of a Novachord, we can verify that the score did in fact use 
that instrument and it seems safe to assume that it provided any organ-type 
sounds that may have been heard in the final production.231 The promptbook also 
contains indications of oboe and piano at various points, and a polka in Act II, 
Scene 2.232 Another document regarding the projected Paris premiere suggests 
that a guitar and flute may also have been used.233 Bowles’s contract specifies five 
musicians234 though a draft of a letter to Al Manutti, president of the musicians 
union Local #802 in New York at the time, regarding the recording of the music, 
states that Crawford agreed “to employ six (6) men of Local #802 for the New 
                                                        
230 Tennessee Williams, Sweet Bird of Youth, Prompt Copy property of stage manager Edward 
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York run of ‘Sweet Bird of Youth’”.235 To complicate matters further, another 
letter among Crawford’s papers states that “Paul Bowles is doing some 
incidental music for four pieces for ‘Sweet Bird of Youth’; and we will use the 
four men who are employed by the Martin Beck Theatre, as we do not employ 
the musicians.”236 Thus, although it is impossible to know the precise number of 
musicians for which Bowles wrote, or what they played, an educated guess, 
based upon all this documentary evidence as well as Bowles’s previous practice, 
might suggest a score for Novachord, flute, oboe, guitar, possibly a piano played 
by the same musician who played the Novachord, and percussion (it is hard to 
imagine a Bowles theater score without some percussion). All three of his other 
scores for Williams plays also use harp, but if Sweet Bird did too, there is no 
evidence of it. Surviving documents also confirm that permissions were received 
and royalties paid for the use of recordings of three preexisting popular songs, 
“It’s a Big, Wide, Wonderful World,” “Quiéreme Mucho,” and “Under the 
Bamboo Tree” (not “Sweet and Lovely”), all three of which are mentioned by 
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name in the published script.237 Whether Aida or Messiah made it into the show in 
any form we do not know.238 Bowles composed most of the music in Tangier and 
on the ship returning to New York, joining rehearsals just a few days before the 
tryouts in Philadelphia.239 His contract for the production, dated January 28, 
1959, specifies that he was to be paid $2,000 plus $50 per week for the run of the 
show, during any tour of the original production, and during the run or tour of 
any other first-class production in the U.S. or England undertaken by Crawford, 
plus expenses for his presence outside of New York. 
In a 1969 interview, Bowles recalled that Sweet Bird of Youth was the first 
play for which he allowed a score of his to be prerecorded for use during 
performance, explaining that “in the old days the reproduction wasn’t good 
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enough. [. . .] Once tape got good enough, then you had a better performance 
really when you recorded it because you knew exactly what you had every night 
and everybody played perfectly because it was done in the studio.”240 Prior to 
that, he wrote, he “had always objected to the idea of either recording or 
amplifying theater music; I wanted the sound made by musicians in the flesh. 
But this time I had decided to experiment and had written the score with 
possible microphones in mind.”241 In a letter to Jane written while the production 
was in tryouts in Philadelphia, he wrote:  
The music is extremely soft for my money—so much so that 
anyone sitting beyond the tenth row can’t tell whether there is any 
or not, but no one seems to mind, and I can’t get them to turn it up. 
We have not recorded it yet, and I am thinking of rewriting certain 
sequences tomorrow, sequences which precisely because they are 
so soft make no sense and have absolutely no dramatic impact as 
they are. I imagine that one of these days they will send me back to 
New York, because Cheryl Crawford will suddenly decide that the 
budget can’t stand taking on my expenses. [. . .] I still have no 
contract. I can’t think what is wrong with Audrey Wood, except 
that she doesn’t really care, since my earnings are so 
infinitesimal.242 
 
When Sweet Bird finally made it to Broadway, on March 10, 1959, the problems 
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had evidently been fixed: “The New York opening was blessedly free of the 
usual problems with dynamics which are inevitable if one uses live musicians”.243 
The Sweet Bird recording appears to be lost now.244 
“Paul Bowles’s mood music shimmers” stated Time magazine.245 Brooks 
Atkinson described “spidery and tinkling music of exquisite texture”,246 “sweetly 
melancholy”,247 suggesting a style similar to Menagerie and Summer and Smoke. 
John McLain wrote of “music that crept in and out, giving great mood to 
important moments”248 and Henry Murdock of the Philadelphia Inquirer praised 
                                                        
243 Bowles, Without Stopping, 342. 
 
244 As noted passim above, I have found recordings, either partial or complete, of Bowles’s music 
for eight spoken dramatic productions, for five of which the scores are lost so that the recordings 
are all that survive of the music. These include small amounts of music contained on the 
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a much more extensive recording of the Highland cues, produced for some unknown purpose; 
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process. Bowles’s songs for The Tempest were composed for a commercial recording, of which 
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Sweet Bird of Youth and The Milk Train Doesn’t Stop Here Anymore were recorded though, to date, I 
have been unable to locate either recording. Several different more or less contemporary 
recordings of the music for The Glass Menagerie exist, as discussed below. 
 
245 N.a., “New Plays on Broadway,” Time, March 23, 1959. 
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March 22, 1959. 
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Bowles along with Williams and Kazan: “Thanks to the poetry of Williams’ 
expression, thanks to Elia Kazan’s skillful shifting of moods, thanks to some 
insidious music of Paul Bowles, the two questers [The Princess and Chance 
Wayne] achieve moments of great sympathy.”249  
In 1960, Bowles wrote to Wood to offer his services for Williams’s next 
premiere, The Night of the Iguana,250 though ultimately no original music was used 
in that production. Toward the end of 1962, composer and playwright embarked 
upon their last collaboration, the New York premiere of The Milk Train Doesn’t 
Stop Here Anymore, based upon Williams’s own short story “Man Bring This Up 
Road” (in which Bowles is actually mentioned by name).251 The play had been 
tried out at the Festival dei Due Mondi in Spoleto, Italy during the summer of 1962, 
without original music. It opened on Broadway in January 1963, with Bowles’s 
score, where it promptly failed. Williams made revisions and tried it again on 
New York audiences the following year, with a new cast, and new music by Ned 
Rorem. The new New York production failed even more miserably than the first. 
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Further revisions ensued before Williams finally gave the play to the Actor’s 
Workshop in San Francisco, where it was given with music by Morton Subotnick. 
Bowles’s score consists of seven cues (the second divided into two parts) 
for oboe/English horn, guitar/mandolin, harp, celesta, and percussion including 
cymbals (pair and suspended), gong, one tympanum (so labeled in the score), 
and triangle. As with Sweet Bird, the music was prerecorded, which meant that 
Bowles was free to leave the show after the New Haven preview; as with Sweet 
Bird, the recording is apparently lost. Bowles wrote to Jane: “The music works 
alright, but Herbert’s sound effects are impossible and are being omitted entirely 
for the performance tonight. I offered to take them over in the beginning, but [. . 
.] he refused. So it’s just too bad.”252 The critics in general hated the play and 
were indifferent to Bowles’s music. Howard Taubman wrote that “it contributes 
to the atmosphere of sumptuousness and decay.”253 In an interview in 1969, 
Bowles himself said: “Milk Train was a much more difficult thing to fit music to 
[than the other three Williams plays he worked on], I thought, and I didn’t like 
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the script as much [. . .] I still don’t like it as much.”254 
 
The Premiere of The Glass Menagerie 
After the opening night of The Glass Menagerie—heightened, or 
rather, delineated, by Paul Bowles’s background score, which came 
later to be known among musicians as “the Tennessee sound”—it 
was clear that something had happened, a hypodermic for American 
theater which could already be called postwar art. 
 
—Ned Rorem, 1994255 
 
The Glass Menagerie was Williams’s first success, both commercial and critical, 
and effectively began what would become one of the most remarkable bodies of 
work by any American playwright to this day. After Menagerie, he produced a 
string of canonic plays including A Streetcar Named Desire (1947), The Rose Tattoo 
(1951), Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (1955), Suddenly Last Summer (1958), Sweet Bird of 
Youth (1959), and The Night of the Iguana (1961). He produced an even larger body 
of plays that failed, critically, commercially or both (though posterity continues 
to revise its assessment of his lesser-known works), in addition to screenplays, 
volumes of poetry and short stories, and two novels. Menagerie remains 
Williams’s most frequently revived work, and one of the most frequently-revived 
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of all non-lyric American plays.256 
There are two published version, a Reading Edition (RE) and an Acting 
Edition (AE), both of which begin with a section titled “Production Notes” in 
which Williams wrote: 
Being a “memory play,” The Glass Menagerie can be presented with 
unusual freedom from convention. [. . .] Expressionism and all 
other unconventional techniques in drama have only one valid aim, 
and that is a closer approach to truth. [. . .] These remarks are not 
meant as a preface only to this particular play. They have to do 
with a conception of a new, plastic theatre which must take the 
place of the exhausted theatre of realistic conventions if the theatre 
is to resume vitality as a part of our culture.257 
 
The AE is supposed to reflect something of the play’s first New York 
production,258 a production that holds a place of singular importance in 
American theater history for several reasons: it introduced Tennessee Williams to 
the world and director Margo Jones to Broadway; it brought actor Laurette 
Taylor out of semi-retirement to create the role (of Amanda Wingfield) for which 
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she is perhaps best remembered; it was the first of nine theatrical collaborations 
between Williams and scenic designer Jo Mielziner; and it was the first of the 
four Williams premieres for which Bowles composed original music. But the AE 
gives only a notion of Williams’s “new, plastic theatre.” One must turn to the RE 
to grasp just how plastic the young Williams’s ideas really were, and their 
relationship to progressive theatrical trends of the time.259 
“THE SCREEN DEVICE: There is only one important difference between the 
original [RE] and the acting version of the play,” Williams wrote “and that is the 
omission in the latter of the device that I tentatively included in my original 
script” [emphasis in original].260 This device was the projection of “magic-lantern 
slides bearing images or titles”, not above or to the side of the set, like supratitles, 
but directly into the heart of the playing space, “on a section of wall between the 
front-room and dining-room areas, which should be indistinguishable from the 
rest when not in use.”261 The purpose of this at-the-time-progressive device was, 
according to the playwright, to point up certain structural elements without the 
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necessity for excessive illustrative or explanatory dialogue. “An imaginative 
producer or director” wrote Williams, “may invent many other uses for this 
device than those indicated in the present script.”262 The inclusion of the screen 
device in the original conception of Menagerie may reflect the influence of 
German theater director Erwin Piscator, into whose orbit Williams came briefly 
during the early 1940s while studying at the New School for Social Research in 
New York City, where Piscator led the Dramatic Workshop.263 “It is no accident” 
wrote Edward Murray, “that the expressionistic devices called for in the 
published version of The Glass Menagerie [. . .] are reminiscent of the mixed-media 
techniques employed by Piscator and Brecht.”264 Piscator is generally credited 
with the origination of the practices of “epic theater” that would later become so 
closely associated with the work of his colleague and collaborator Brecht. 
According to theater historian Michael Paller, while working as a production 
assistant on Piscator’s 1942 adaptation of War and Peace, which used projections 
and other filmic elements, Williams was evidently “deeply impressed by its 
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cinematic style.”265  
Nevertheless, Menagerie co-director-producer Eddie Dowling and 
producer Louis Singer eliminated the projections for the Chicago tryouts and 
subsequent New York production, opting instead for the tried and true “theatre 
of realistic conventions.” Williams added a disclaimer in his “Production Notes” 
stating that he did not regret the omission from the original production—not 
because he felt that the play was ultimately better without them but specifically 
because “Miss Taylor’s performance made it suitable to have the utmost 
simplicity in the physical production.” He saw to it, however, that at least one 
published version included indications for the projections.266 His “Production 
Notes” also address the uses of music and lighting in the play (again, 
presumably based upon the original production). His indications for the music 
are discussed below. As for the lighting, Williams stated that it “is not realistic,” 
describing a sort of chiaroscuro effect meant to direct the audience’s focus 
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“sometimes in contradistinction to what is the apparent center”, which “will also 
permit a more effective use of the screen [projections]”.267  
Critic John Chapman described Menagerie as a play in which “humor and 
pathos are beautifully mated”,268 and Otis L. Guernsey, Jr. wrote of the “wise 
good humor of the script.”269 He went so far as to dub it “high comedy” tracing a 
mother’s “fruitless attempts to get security and a husband for her daughter.”270 
Elinor Hughes of the Boston Herald singled out the play’s “mingled sorrow and 
wry humor.”271 Williams himself even referred to it as fundamentally a comedy: 
Pour hot lights on a play like The Glass Menagerie, remove the music 
and the transparencies [scrims] and what you have left is a trivial 
little comedy of domestic tribulations. [. . .] But call in Jo Mielziner 
and Paul Bowles, and invoke the services of a Laurette Taylor and 
Eddie Dowling and there before you is a piece of legitimate magic, 
elusive, delicate and tenuous, but no more trivial than a dream that 
is rooted in the human unconscious. No, I cannot work without the 
collaboration of gauzes and blue gelatines and harp-strings, nor the 
inspired work of first-rate actors and a director with the fire of 
Kazan or the tenderness of Margo Jones.272 
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Thus, a play that has come to be regarded as a delicate masterpiece of domestic 
drama admired most for its pathos, finely-drawn characterizations, and 
psychological realism was conceived with a significant dose of the comic, along 
with several theatrical devices that considerably complicate its theatricality, such 
as a narrator who is also a character in the play, who moves back and forth 
across time between the present and the past, between “reality” and memory, 
addressing the audience directly at times;273 projections like silent-film intertitles 
intended to provide ironic, sardonic, or even comic metatheatrical commentary; 
and non-realistic, overtly demonstrative lighting effects. Literary critic C. W. E. 
Bigsby also points out the essentially performative nature of each of the 
characters Williams created: storytelling Tom, mythologizing-and-melodramatic 
Amanda, deceiving-and-glass-fantasizing Laura, singing-and-public-speaking 
Jim.274 As drama scholar Brenda Murphy suggests, the play’s realism “is 
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subverted by some element of its theatrical language in order to suggest that the 
fundamental epistemological assumption behind realism—that the aesthetic 
object represents objective reality—must be tempered by an element of 
subjectivity [. . .] elements of the production that call attention to themselves as 
theatrical, such as the scrims, the music, and some of the lighting, shatter the 
illusion of representational reality.”275 
Much of the music employs the highly artificial techniques of 
underscoring, performing a function similar to the projections and lighting, but 
more subtly, sneaking in here, fading out there, heightening, softening, or 
otherwise manipulating specific emotional responses like exquisitely-crafted and 
carefully-deployed movie music. According to Williams biographer Lyle 
Leverich, “the increasing importance of sound effects and background music in 
films was the direct influence upon his integration of music within the 
[Menagerie’s] action.” He continued: “The one person Williams knew who 
composed music for the theatre that had the quality of poetry was Paul 
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Bowles.”276 In fact, all three elements—lighting, projections, and music—are 
occasionally indicated simultaneously (in the RE) for what must have been both 
comic and ironic effect. For example, one stage direction, at a moment of 
particular nostalgia, indicates that “Tom motions for music and a spotlight” at 
the same time that one of the projections—a clearly-ironic line from François 
Villon, “Ou sont les neiges d’antan?”—appears.277  
I emphasize these various less-commonly-recognized aspects of the play 
because I believe that this is most likely the conception of the piece that was first 
presented to Bowles’s and within which he worked to compose his score. Thus, if 
Bowles’s music seems, on the whole, almost too atmospheric, too sweet, too 
sentimental, it should be understood that, regardless of what the play would 
become through the course of its performance and reception history in the hands 
of Taylor, Dowling, and so many others after them, Bowles’s work would have 
almost certainly been conceived with some or all of these balancing forces—the 
irony, the comedy, the distancing effects—in mind.  
Nevertheless, due to the situation that Bowles’s music was so closely 
associated with the play for at least a decade after its premiere, it, too, is 
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implicated in the mythos that developed around it. The very nature of the play 
and the function of the music within it bring with them specific analytic 
challenges. The plot of the music as it fits into the plot of the play is particularly 
complex due to the way that music functions here, as a metatheatrical device—as 
description, commentary and, at times, counterpoint—in a play where relatively 
little actually happens, where musical parameters are not delineated by actions 
or events so much as by subtle changes in dramatic tone or intent. Add to this a 
great many vagaries and inconsistencies between the various sources, both 
literary and musical (as well as several recordings made within Bowles’s lifetime, 
discussed below), and the result is a musico-dramatic synopsis even more reliant 
on conjecture than the others in this study—but perhaps more intriguing for that 
reason. 
The composer recorded his memory of the evening when Williams and 
Jones appeared, script in hand, to offer him the job: 
Suddenly Tennessee Williams turned up again [. . .] He had with 
him the script of a new play which he left with me. [. . .] The next 
time I saw [him], the production was set, and what with the 
drawing up of contracts and my habitual refusal to write anything 
until I had stuffed an advance into the bank, I found myself with 
three days in which to compose and orchestrate the score.278 
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Bowles recalled that Singer “didn’t think music needed to be paid for. Naturally, 
I disagreed,”279 until Wood finally insisted and Singer gave him his contract.280 
An unsigned copy among Bowles’s surviving papers, dated December 9, 1944, 
stipulates that he was to be paid a total of $750 to compose a score for Menagerie, 
to be delivered by December 15 of that year “time being of the essence.”281 It also 
stipulates that Bowles was to receive 5% royalty for any use of his music by 
Dowling or Singer thereafter. In printed material, Bowles’s was to receive the 
same billing as Mielziner, and his name was always to follow the stage 
designer’s immediately. On August 15, 1946, a modification of the contract was 
signed by Bowles, Dowling, and Singer mandating that Bowles’s music be used 
for any Menagerie production authorized by the producers outside the United 
States, and authorizing Bowles to negotiate his own terms for any “stock, 
amateur, radio, or television” productions, once those rights were released by 
                                                                                                                                                                     
lined up and you’ll only have the weekend. If you can write the music for it over the weekend, it 
will be fine.’ And I had no contract. I had nothing. But I did it, I wrote the music over the 
weekend. And Monday it was done. That was quick!” Steen, A Look at Tennessee Williams, 145. 
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Williams, without payment to the original producers.282 
 Two distinct versions of the score exist, both as photoduplications (all 
originals are presently lost), each in a different hand, one that of copyist Frank 
Weisberg (identified by a union stamp in the score), the other evidently Bowles’s 
own. Based upon its sketch-like appearance, I have assumed in the present 
analysis that the copy in Bowles’s hand is earlier than that in Weisberg’s. The 
latter was clearly prepared for performance, though evidence suggests that the 
extant photocopy of the score in Bowles’s hand was not that from which 
Weisberg worked, or else it was further revised after Weisberg copied it. In fact, 
emendations in Bowles’s hand are occasionally visible in the Weisberg copy, 
from which the transcription below is taken, and these emendation have, as a 
rule, been incorporated into the transcription. The Weisberg copy seems to have 
been something of a rush job, to judge by copious omissions, inconsistencies, 
errors, and frequent neglect of basic music-copying standards. In a very few 
instances, obvious copying errors have been corrected without comment. 
Occasionally, a clear omission has been rectified and the addition placed in 
                                                        
282 A letter, also among Bowles’s papers, from Wood to William Fitelson (presumably the attorney 
that drew up the above-mentioned amendment), dated August 22, 1946, expresses Wood’s 
concern that mandating the use of Bowles’s music might be detrimental to Williams’s interests, 
and that she would prefer to be free to negotiate the matter case by case. If a new contract was 
subsequently signed, it has been lost. MSS 163, Supplement to Paul Bowles Papers, University of 
Delaware. 
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square brackets (when such indication is possible within the limitation of the 
notation program). Elsewhere, I have used the Bowles copy to clarify details in 
the Weisberg copy, and have noted these in footnotes. In many details, the 
Bowles copy is illegible—it appears to have been written in pencil, resulting in 
poor photoduplication—and there is evidence of various pieces of staff paper 
having been taped together. Their vastly different appearances notwithstanding, 
the two versions are, as far as can be ascertained, similar in their musical 
essentials, with minor variants such as the redistribution of double stops in the 
violin part of Cue 7 in the Bowles copy, so that the lower note is played by the 
organ in the Weisberg copy; the addition of tremolo to the violin part in Cues 17 
and 18; and the ultimate omission from the Weisberg copy of one of what was 
originally a pair of timpani. Bowles’s copy indicates several titles of preexisting 
popular music, presumably for the source music cues, none of which are 
indicated in Weisberg’s copy. Those that are legible include “St. Louis Blues,” a 
tango (the exact title is illegible), “Melancholy Baby,” “My Blue Heaven,” and 
“La Golondrina” (also used in Summer and Smoke, as noted and, later, Thomson’s 
Much Ado). Both copies contain useful verbal cues that help locate the musical 
entrances and durations within the script, though many of these are partially 
illegible in the Bowles copy, and those in the Weisberg differ by a line or two 
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from the indications for music in the published script.  
Since the script from which Bowles worked is lost, and I have located no 
surviving promptbook indicating the original music cues, the following re-
creation is drawn from the published versions of the play, primarily the AE, 
which includes numbered music cues and, in some cases, brief descriptions of 
the music, probably based to some degree on Bowles’s original musical concepts, 
which proved so successful in the play’s early production history. Additions 
from the RE, where useful, are identified as such. All direct quotes are from the 
AE, published by DPS. 
Bowles scored the work for violin, harp, Hammond organ, and percussion 
consisting of Glockenspiel, triangle, kettledrum, and suspended cymbal. The 
instrumentation is key to the dreamy quality of the music and was no doubt 
particularly effective as underscoring, given the relatively soft timbres employed. 
Cue 1 (indicated in the script but not in the score) begins as the house lights dim, 
“dance-hall music heard on-stage R[ight].” One of just a few instances of 
“source” music in the play, this is understood as emanating faintly from the 
unseen Paradise Dance Hall down an alleyway that runs beside the Wingfield’s 
apartment (which was set center stage). Tom Wingfield, both narrator and a 
character in the drama, enters to this music, described in the script as “[o]ld 
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popular music of, say, 1915-1920 period.” As Cue 1 fades, Tom begins his 
opening monologue, addressed to the audience, in which he explains what they 
are about to see. 
 “The play is memory” he says as Cue 2 (Ex. 5.1) begins, the first of 
Bowles’s originally-composed cues, a long-breathed melody, thin and sweet, for 
muted violin, that manages almost immediately to register nostalgia, over a 
fairly straightforward functional harmonic progression on the organ, I7- vii°7/ii-
iv6/4-IV6/4-vi-V. Sevenths and inversions render conjunct, often chromatic lines, in 
the organ accompaniment. Even the opening C-major chord, ostensibly tonic, is 
blurred by the addition of a seventh (B flat). The Hammond organ is peculiarly 
evocative in Bowles’s hands, recalling here both hymnody and silent cinema or 
early radio. But this melody, almost too pretty, too sweet, has something of a 
“Hearts and Flowers” quality about it and might be heard ironically, in the same 
spirit as the Villon quote that will soon follow. The four-bar melody is repeated, 
this time with a varied ending and a deceptive cadence. In the middle section of 
the cue, the right-hand part of the organ assumes the high melodic territory 
while the violin remains low in its register, its sound somewhat intensified by 
bowing close to the bridge. The harmonies of this five-measure phrase are less 
complicated by dissonances than the opening progression, presenting C major  
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Ex. 5.1: The Glass Menagerie, Cues 2, 3 & 14283 
                                                        
283 All music reproduced with the permission of Irene Herrmann, Executor of the Paul Bowles 
musical estate. 
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Ex. 5.1 (continued) 
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more clearly. A half cadence leads to a slightly altered version of the opening 
material, at the end of which a dal segno indication allows for variation in the 
timing of the scene by offering the possibility of returning to the middle section 
as needed. However, regardless of whether the repeat is taken, Bowles has seen 
to it that either possible cadence point, on V or vi, leaves a sense of incompletion. 
(The metronome marking quarter = 54 is slow compared to all the recordings I 
have heard of this music; most use a quarter beat of around 60.) 
“Being a memory play,” Tom explains, “it is dimly lighted, it is 
sentimental, it is not realistic.” He introduces the audience to the characters they 
are about to meet, and to their situation as he recalls it. Thus he sets up not only 
the condition of the play but the conditions within which Bowles’s music was 
heard and understood. Immediately, Williams’s debt to film is evident, and 
Bowles’s response to it. The action of the play is flashback, that particular 
purview of the cinema, complete with its own conventions both dramatic and 
musical. Music that plays in the memory of a character in a film Claudia 
Gorbman has termed “metadiegetic.”284 Within the metadiegesis of memory, the 
music may be either source music or underscoring; here it is the latter, as it will 
                                                        
284 Claudia Gorbman, Unheard Melodies: Narrative Cinema Music (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1987) 22-23. 
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be through most of the play. But, it must be understood as remembered, as 
“prerecorded,” as if Tom’s memories were a movie being screened for the 
viewer. The two overarching aesthetic elements of Williams conception, memory 
and nostalgia, are both present in the cinematic quality of Bowles’s music. “In 
memory everything seems to happen to music” Tom says, “That explains the 
fiddle in the wings.”285 Cue 2 fades as Tom the Narrator completes his 
monologue and makes his way into the diegesis as his remembered self. 
 The lights come up to reveal the Wingfield family—Amanda, the 
matriarch, Tom, her son, and Laura, her daughter, Tom’s sister—eating dinner, 
Amanda chattering the while, eventually making her way round to her favorite 
subject: the past, her past as a genteel Southern belle sought after by scores of 
“gentlemen callers.” As she starts the litany of names familiar to her children 
(who have heard it many times), Cue 3 (Ex. 5.1) begins, the same sad, sweet 
music as Cue 2, fading out again toward the end of Amanda’s reminiscences. 
(This is also the moment where the line from Villon, quoted above, would have  
appeared had the projections been used.) 
 Cue 4 (Ex. 5.2) covers the transition from the first scene to the second. In  
                                                        
285 Curiously, this line was cut from the AE. It’s omission supports the theory that William’s 
original comic intentions were being downplayed nearly from the start. 
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Ex. 5.2: The Glass Menagerie, Cue 4 
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Ex. 5.2 (continued) 
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Ex. 5.2 (continued) 
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the “Production Notes,” Williams describes “[a] single recurring tune,” which he 
calls “’The Glass Menagerie’ [. . .] used to give emotional emphasis to suitable 
passages”: 
This tune is like circus music, not when you are on the grounds or 
in the immediate vicinity of the parade, but when you are at some 
distance and very likely thinking of something else. It seems under  
those circumstances to continue almost interminably and it weaves 
in and out of your preoccupied consciousness; then it is the lightest, 
most delicate music in the world and perhaps the saddest. It 
expresses the surface vivacity of life with the underlying strain of 
immutable and inexpressible sorrow. When you look at a piece of 
delicately spun glass you think of two things: how beautiful it is 
and how easily it can be broken. Both of these ideas should be 
woven into the recurring tune, which dips in and out of the play as 
if it were carried on a wind that changes. [. . .] It is primarily 
Laura’s music and therefore comes out most clearly when the play 
focuses upon her and the lovely fragility of glass which is her 
image.286 
 
This describes well the music Bowles wrote for Cue 4, music associated with 
Laura and the collection of tiny glass animals that provides her with retreat from 
a work-a-day world she fears, gives the play its name, and serves as a symbol of 
sorts for the Wingfield family itself. It is impossible to say if Bowles composed to 
this description or if Williams wrote it in response to Bowles’s music. Punctuated 
at the outset by two strokes of the triangle, as if to suggest some sacred ritual, 
harp and organ establish an accompanimental figure, essentially tertian but 
                                                        
286 Williams, “Author’s Production Notes,” 9. 
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tonally ambiguous, and vaguely reminiscent of calliope music, from which the 
Glockenspiel gently emerges with the fragments of a melody, fragments that 
soon coalesce, with the addition of pizzicato violin, into the “Glass Menagerie” 
tune, toying with E-flat Dorian and pentatonic scales, evoking both distant 
festivity and delicate glass. As the stage lights come up on the second scene, 
Laura is tending to her treasures; the underscoring ends as she sets the needle 
down on a worn-out old record. Though no cue number is indicated for the 
recording Laura plays, the script states that, “[w]hile Dardanella [sic] was used in  
the professional production, any other popular record of the 20’s may be 
substituted.”287 
Soon Amanda enters and confronts Laura with the discovery that she has 
dropped out of Rubicam’s Business College, where she was enrolled in order, 
Amanda hoped, to gain a useful skill and a degree of self-sufficiency. At some 
point during the scene, the wind-up Victrola stops. A melodramatic dialogue 
ensues in which the extent of Laura’s anthropophobia is revealed and an 
exasperated Amanda operatically bemoans their situation: “Deception, 
deception, deception!”—“I just wanted to find a hole in the ground and crawl in  
                                                        
287 “Dardanella” is a popular song by Felix Bernard, Johnny Black, and Fred Fisher, first 
published in 1919. 
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Ex. 5.3: The Glass Menagerie, Cue 5 
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Ex. 5.3 (continued) 
 
 
it”—“So what are we going to do now, honey, the rest of our lives? [. . .] Amuse 
ourselves with the glass menagerie?” On this last line, Cue 5 (Ex. 5.3) begins, 
bearing some resemblance to Cue 4 but without the Glockenspiel/pizzicato 
melody, the opening punctuated by a stroke on the suspended cymbal instead of 
the triangle, the muted violin now arco, harmonics from the harp—neither so 
circus-like nor so vitreous as before. It is a foreboding version of the “Glass 
Menagerie” music, without the glass (the Glockenspiel and violin pizzicato), 
serving to underscore Amanda’s legitimately worrisome questions and Laura’s 
equally worrisome inability to answer them. Two strokes on the kettledrum 
mark the end of the cue. 
500 
 
Ex. 5.4: The Glass Menagerie, Cue 6 
 
 
With Cue 6 (Ex. 5.4), analytic complications arise. The ellipses in the long 
quote above (about the recurring tune) stand in for two sentences that appear to 
have no relation to the music of Cue 4 at all: 
[The tune] serves as a thread of connection and allusion between 
the narrator with his separate point in time and space and the 
subject of his story. Between each episode it returns as reference to 
the emotion, nostalgia, which is the first condition of the play.  
 
Rather, this description seems to fit the music of Cues 2 best, music which 
connects Tom’s opening monologue to Scene 1, and which fairly drip with a 
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melancholy nostalgia of the sort William proposed as “the first condition of the 
play”, the same music that returns slightly varied as Cue 6 (Ex. 5.4) here, 
covering the transition from Scene 2 to Scene 3. Maybe it was too much to hope 
that a single tune might accomplish all that the playwright imagined. Or perhaps 
Williams, when it came time to publish his work, chose, for some unknowable 
reason, to suggest something other than what Bowles had written. Maybe 
Williams conflated the two musical ideas in his memory’s ear. Whatever the 
truth, the above examples clearly show the difference, both musical and allusive, 
between Cues 4 and 6. 
 Cue 6 fades as Tom, now in the present once again, begins Scene 3 by 
explaining to the audience that, in reaction to “the fiasco at Rubicam’s Business 
College,” the intrepid Amanda contrived a new solution to their problems: to 
find Laura a husband. As he explains her preliminary plans, Cue 7 (Ex. 5.5) 
begins and continues to the end of the monologue. Based upon the indication for 
this cue in the AE, one imagines that the opening flourish—rising arpeggi and 
falling glissandi on the harp and a busy ascending figure on the organ—
underscores Tom’s description of Amanda as “a woman of action as well as 
words.” The very different second half of the cue, with the violin and organ 
playing an undulating, sequential melody in thirds over harp arpeggi,  
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Ex. 5.5: The Glass Menagerie, Cues 7 & 11a 
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Ex. 5.5 (continued) 
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Ex. 5.5 (continued) 
 
 
underscores Tom’s description of the magazine subscriptions Amanda is hocking 
by telephone in the following scene, a magazine that specializes in “the serialized 
sublimations of ladies of letters who think in terms of delicate cup-like breasts, 
slim, tapering waists, rich creamy thighs, eyes like wood-smoke in autumn, 
fingers that soothe and caress like soft, soft strains of music.” While the other 
three characters in the play are inherently sexualized to some degree—Amanda 
with her gentlemen callers, Laura with her “gay deceivers” (powder puffs in her 
bra) and her mother’s determination to marry her off, and Jim with his status as 
prospective husband—this is one of only two instances where Tom is in any way 
sexualized, however slightly, by this description of the magazine serials (the  
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Ex. 5.6: The Glass Menagerie, Cues 8, 13a & 16a 
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Ex. 5.6 (continued) 
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Ex. 5.6 (continued) 
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other instance is noted below). The harmonies are suggestively sensuous, 
nonfunctional, rich with sevenths and ninths, evocative of jazz without the 
swing, or the Franco-American “Boulangerie,” of which Bowles might be 
considered a second generation. Again, a dal segno indication allows for 
variations in the pacing of the scene. As Tom reenters the past, Amanda is on the 
phone trying to make a sale; eventually, the two argue violently. He calls her “an 
ugly babbling old witch” and grabs his coat to leave, in the process of which he 
inadvertently sends Laura’s glass collection shattering to the floor. As Laura cries 
out in anguish, an extended variation of the “Glass Menagerie” music sounds, 
this time at a loud and furious vivace (Cue 8, Ex. 5.6). As he stoops to rescue the 
glass, Amanda swears she will not speak to him again till he apologizes to her. 
The lights black out. 
 In Scene 4, it is five o’clock in the morning as Tom arrives home, drunk, 
after an evening out. Laura lets him in to the apartment and asks where he has 
been. To the movies, he claims, and paints her an intoxicated picture of all the 
fantastic attractions he has witnessed. Scene 5 opens as a church bell tolls six and 
Amanda is heard calling “Rise and shine!”—though she still refuses to speak 
directly to Tom. Laura begs him to apologize, then leaves for the market. Cue 9 
(Ex. 5.7) underscores Toms apology and the reconciliation between mother and  
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Ex. 5.7: The Glass Menagerie, Cue 9 
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son. The harmonic character of this music is similar to Cue 2, with an essentially 
functional harmonic progression, this time suggesting F major/minor, with 
sevenths and secondary leading-tone triads allowing smooth, conjunct, often 
chromatic, lines in the organ accompaniment. However, over this, the violin 
introduces a new melody (an embarrassment of melodic riches is a hallmark of 
Bowles’s theater scores), more complex and ornamented than Cue 2, enhancing 
the emotional complexities and ambiguities that are emerging as the play 
progresses. As Amanda elicits a promise from Tom that he will never become a 
drunk (like his absent father), the music stops. The subject then turns to Laura, 
and Cue 10 (Ex. 5.8) brings back the original “Glass Menagerie” music associated 
with her, first heard in Cue 4. Amanda begs Tom to find his sister a nice 
“gentleman caller” down at the factory where he works. Reluctantly, he agrees, 
and goes out. A delighted Amanda resumes her sales calls with renewed 
purpose, as the music of Cue 11a (Ex. 5.5) plays, identical to Cue 7, heard at the 
beginning of the scene. 
The numbering of the cues as it relates to the script are somewhat obscure 
at this point. The AE indicates that Cue 11 “fades into MUSIC CUE #11-A, dance 
music, and continues into the next scene.” Cue 11 in the published script is Cue 
11a in the Weisberg score, and any indication of the Cue 11-A mentioned in the 
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Ex. 5.8: The Glass Menagerie, Cue 10 
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Ex. 5.8 (continued) 
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Ex. 5.8 (continued) 
 
 
script is absent from that score. This is no surprise, since it is once again source 
music from the Paradise Dance Hall, none of which is indicated in the Weisberg 
score. There is, however, a barely-legible suggestion in the Bowles score that “St. 
Louis Blues” may have been heard at this point.288 As Scene 6 begins, Tom muses 
about his generation as they were at the time of the play’s story, to the strains of 
this dancehall music:  
In Spain there was Guernica! Here there was only hot swing music 
                                                        
288 An instrumental version of W. C. Handy’s “St. Louis Blues” (1914) is heard at several places in 
the recording described below among the Laurette Taylor Papers at the HRHRC. The play, of 
course, is set in St. Louis. 
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and liquor, dance halls, bars, and movies, and sex that hung in the 
gloom like a chandelier and flooded the world with brief, deceptive 
rainbows. . . . While these unsuspecting kids danced to “Dear One, 
The World is Waiting for the Sunrise.” All the world is really 
waiting for bombardments.”289 
 
(This is the second time Tom is sexualized in the play, however indirectly, and 
some “hot swing” from the dance hall down the alley might have subtly 
unscored the effect.) The music stops as Amanda calls to Tom and he reenters the 
world of his memory. Together on the fire escape, the two both make wishes on 
the moon. Tom tells her that he has found a “gentleman caller” to come to dinner 
the following night, and Amanda goes into a joyous panic about the requisite 
preparations. Surprised, perhaps, by the sheer exuberance of her reaction, Tom 
cautions:  
You won’t expect too much of Laura, will you? [. . . she] is very 
different from other girls [. . .] terribly shy. She lives in a world of 
her own and those things make her seem a little peculiar to people 
outside the house. [. . . she] lives in a world of little glass animals. 
She plays old phonograph records—and—that’s about all—. 
 
His tender description of his older sister is underscored by Cue 12 (Ex. 5.9), 
possibly the saddest music in the entire score, a sweetly mournful Aeolian 
melody over a simple non-functional descending sequence on the harp replete 
                                                        
289 The 1919 song “The World Is Waiting for the Sunrise” is heard in the 1947 recording described 
below among the Laurette Taylor Papers at the HRHRC. 
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Ex. 5.9: The Glass Menagerie, Cue 12 
 
 
with dissonant sevenths and ninths. As the music plays, Tom goes out and 
Amanda calls Laura to the landing to wish upon the moon. “What shall I wish 
for, Mother?” she asks. “Happiness! And just a little bit of good fortune!” The 
music fades as the curtain descends on Act I. 
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 The scenes in Menagerie are numbered continuously through both acts, so 
that Act II begins with Scene 7. As Tom the Narrator tells the audience 
something about the “gentleman caller,” Jim, whom they are about to meet (in 
memory), the dancehall music of Cue 1 is heard again. As he disappears and 
reappears in the narrative, Cue 13a begins (Ex. 5.6; named Cue 13 in the script), 
the same music as Cue 8, the vivace “Glass Menagerie” music, enforcing the 
bustle and anticipation of the scene and, perhaps, the mixture of excitement 
(Amanda) and agitation (Laura). Amanda is frantically preparing Laura for Jim’s 
arrival, including stuffing her daughter’s bra with two powder puffs she calls 
“gay deceivers,” after which she exits. As she reappears in “a girlish frock,” one 
of her old cotillion dresses, and carrying a bouquet of jonquils, Cue 14 plays, the 
same old sweet melody that began the play (Cue 2, Ex. 5.1), a theme sometimes 
referred to as “Jonquils” because of its use here. “Oh, Mother, how lovely!” 
Laura exclaims. Amanda proceeds to recount the story of the dress, and her 
youthful passion for jonquils: “Whenever I saw them I said, ‘Wait a minute, I see 
jonquils,’ and I’d make my gentlemen callers get out of the carriage and help me 
gather some.” In the course of their conversation, Laura asks the name of the 
man coming to dinner with Tom. When Amanda speaks the name Jim O’Connor, 
Laura becomes acutely agitated and reveals that he was the boy on whom she  
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Ex. 5.10: The Glass Menagerie, Cue 15 
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Ex. 5.10 (continued) 
 
 
had a desperate crush in high school. The thunder of a summer storm begins to 
rumble in the distance as Tom and Jim arrive. Amanda forces Laura to answer 
the door and she is relieved to see that Jim apparently does not remember her. 
Introductions are made and dinner is served. At Amanda’s insistence, Tom says 
grace. Cue 15 (Ex. 5.10), another variation of the “Glass Menagerie” music, covers 
the transition to the next scene. 
 As Scene 8 opens, dinner is coming to an end. Amanda is in her element, 
the full arsenal of her Southern charms enlisted in the service of her single-
minded goal to find Laura a husband. Suddenly, the lights go out: Tom has failed 
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to pay the electric bill. Amanda lights some candles and works the situation so 
that she and Tom clear the table while Jim joins Laura in the candlelit living 
room. In the long scene that follows, Jim slowly manages to lower Laura’s 
defenses. At one point, she goes to her glass collection and, just as she touches 
one of the pieces, Cue 16a begins, the same music as Cues 8 and 13a (Ex. 5.6), the 
“furious” version of the “Glass Menagerie” music first heard when Tom sent the 
collection crashing to the floor in Act I. Here, it seems to anticipate the question 
Laura has finally worked up the nerve to ask Jim, about the girl he dated in high 
school, a question that takes every ounce of her courage to ask. The cue ends 
once Jim reveals that he no longer sees the girl. Similar music returns as Cue 16b 
(Ex. 5.11) when, presently, Laura begins to tell him about her glass animals but 
this time, as she hands him one of the pieces, a tiny unicorn, all the instruments 
but the Glockenspiel drop out and its tiny tinkling line continues alone to the 
end. The point of course, in using this version of this music is that all of this is 
terribly dangerous for Laura.290  
More dancehall music drifts in, indicated as “CUE #16B” in the script but,  
                                                        
290 In the script, there is no separate indication for Cue 16b, only an instruction relating to the use 
of the Valentino/DPS recording (discussed below) to replay 16a, with the added instruction that 
“THE BELL SOLO SHOULD BEGIN HERE. This is the last part of Cue #16-A and should be 
played to end of record” (AE, p. 61). 
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Ex. 5.11: The Glass Menagerie, Cue 16b 
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Ex. 5.11 (continued) 
 
 
like all the source music in the play, not indicated in the Weisberg score (and not 
to be confused with 16b discussed above). Jim manages to convince Laura to 
dance with him, in the process of which the horn of the tiny glass unicorn is 
broken off. The dance music fades; Jim apologizes and Laura tries to hide her 
pain by waxing philosophical: “I’ll just imagine he had an operation. The horn 
was removed to make him feel less—freakish!” In a moment of tenderness, Jim 
tells Laura that she is pretty, just as Cue 17 (Ex. 5.12) begins, a new musical idea 
and another beautiful Bowlesian melody, this one played by tremolo violin, 
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Ex. 5.12: The Glass Menagerie, Cues 17 & 18291 
 
                                                        
291 Measure numbers not in original. 
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Ex. 5.12 (continued) 
 
 
524 
 
Ex. 5.12 (continued) 
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Ex. 5.12 (continued) 
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Ex. 5.12 (continued) 
 
 
accompanied by harp and organ, and punctuated at first by soft cymbal strokes. 
This is the longest music cue in the score, the most static and repetitive, heard 
twice, here and at the very end of the play. At first the meter rocks gently 
between 5/8 and 4/8, eventually settling into the latter. The harmonies are 
typically ambiguous, non-functional, with plenty of passing sevenths and ninths. 
In the middle section, beginning at m. 11, the harp assumes the main melodic 
function, while a sort of Alberti bass figure murmurs in the organ, undulating 
between a7 and b7. At m. 15, Bowles achieves a remarkable effect with a long 
pianissimo roll on the suspended cymbal—the most extended use of any 
percussion in the score except Glockenspiel—which has the peculiar effect of 
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adding depth or distance to the musical atmosphere. The tremolo violin reenters 
at m. 19 with melodic material that recalls the opening of the cue, now in a lower 
octave. The cymbal roll continues through m. 22. As soon as it stops (m. 23), a 
static sections begins in which all the parts except the violin play a repeating 
figure indicated by simile marks: tremolo quarter notes in the violin, a 
descending three-note pattern, over a repeated chord in the harp, soft pulses in 
the organ, and a cymbal stroke on the downbeat of each measure, a pattern 
broken only in the last three bars, as the organ and cymbal drop away, and only 
the harp and violin are left to finish the cue—and, eventually, the play—the harp 
ending with two upward-sweeping arpeggi that might be heard as outlining f11 
and a13 harmonies, the latter trailing off ambiguously into nothing. Both here and 
at the end, the task of this tremulous, repetitive, rather static music seems to be to 
lend to the scenes it accompanies a strange sweetness obviating the tragic aspect 
that might be inferred behind each. Perhaps nowhere else is Bowles’s mastery of 
the perfectly timed and perfectly restrained use of percussion so obvious and so 
effective: with just an occasional stroke or roll of the cymbal, he seems to open up 
an aural space at once cinematic and sacred. Later in 1945, Bowles used part of 
the melody from this cue for one of his loveliest songs, “On a Quiet Conscience.”  
When Jim leans in to kiss Laura, the music stops. Regretfully, he tells her 
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that he cannot see her again: he is engaged to be married to a girl names Betty. 
Laura hands him the tiny hornless unicorn as a “souvenir” of their evening. 
Suddenly Amanda, unaware of all that has happened between the two, sweeps 
in with lemonade. Jim explains that he must go, that he promised to meet Betty 
at the train station. Though the news that Jim is engaged hits Amanda like a 
blow, she manages to bid him a gracious good night, but as soon as he is gone, 
she turn on Tom, accusing him of playing a vicious joke on his poor mother and 
sister by bring home another girl’s fiancé. Tom protests that he knew nothing 
about Jim’s engagement but Amanda refuses to believe it. Her hopes crushed, 
she lashes out. He exits, threatening never to return, as Laura looks on helplessly. 
Soon he reappears, in the present, for his final monologue as Narrator, to the 
strains of Cue 18 (Ex. 5.12, an exact repeat of Cue 17). He tells the audience how 
he did leave and never came back and how, wherever he wandered, he could 
never escape the memory of Laura and his own guilt. The music continues as the 
lights fade to blackout. 
Bowles’s score is strikingly atmospheric, evoking with uncanny keenness 
the nostalgia, sentimentality, and fragility both written into the play, enhanced 
by its legendary premiere production (especially Taylor’s interpretation of 
Amanda), and even partly added by the music that became so closely associated 
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with it for so long. As noted above, the clear evocation of specific atmospheres 
was one of Bowles’s special talents. Thomson’s description of Bowles’s style in 
general, already quoted above, might be an exact description of the score of The 
Glass Menagerie: “inexhaustible melodic invention, an enormous fancy in 
instrumental figuration, a dainty taste in prismatic harmony (as if each chord 
were accompanied by its own refraction) and the most sophisticated hand for 
percussion now working among us. His expressive content is nostalgic and 
evocative of the vernacular.”292 The abundance of melodic invention in Menagerie 
is, indeed, noteworthy, an abundance that is kept from compromising the score’s 
overall musical cohesion perhaps only by the aptness of mood and by the default 
unity imposed upon the whole through a severely limited range of instrumental 
timbres that produces a very particular sound-universe. The recurring “jonquils” 
melody with its long descending lines and low-lying middle section; the “Glass 
Menagerie” tune for Glockenspiel and/or pizzicato violin, in all its various 
incarnations; the cautiously sensual melodic sequences of Cues 7 and 11a that 
seem to spin out endlessly; the looping, ornamented melody of Tom’s apology; 
the tender, sad melody over which Tom explains how Laura is not like other 
girls; and, finally, the tremolo tune introduced at the end of the play as an 
                                                        
292 Virgil Thomson, “Music,” New York Herald Tribune, March 76, 1947. 
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uncertain future begins for all three characters. As noted, Bowles tends toward 
the French-influenced harmonies of the Boulanger circle, all influenced by the 
freedoms and ambiguities of Impressionism and jazz, including extended tertian 
stacks, non-functional and planed progressions, modality, chromaticism, 
pentatonic, whole-tone, and hexatonic scales, etc. Bowles’s use of percussion in 
Menagerie is so spare as to be almost unnoticeable, but all the more effective for 
its restraint. The combination of harp and Hammond organ, coupled with 
Bowles’s atmospheric style, established “the Tennessee sound” that he would 
continue to develop in his three later Williams scores and, somehow even in the 
absence of those definitive timbres, in many of his songs for voice and piano, 
especially those to Williams texts.  
The Glass Menagerie opened at the Civic Theatre in Chicago on December 
26, 1944 and in New York on March 31, 1945, winning the New York Drama 
Critics’ Circle Award for the 1945-46 season. Reviewing the New York 
production for Modern Music, Barlow wrote that “Bowles has added a score 
which has every desirable quality of discretion and salience combined. It has 
character and profile, also the peculiar timbres and combinations for which 
Bowles has so felicitous an aptitude; yet the music stays where it belongs, 
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emphasizing the nostalgic moods of the nocturne on the stage.”293 Stark Young 
wrote in the New Republic: “In the Narrator’s opening speech Mr. Williams has 
provided an excuse for music by saying that the play all happens in memory and 
memory always seems to move in music. For ‘The Glass Menagerie,’ therefore, 
Mr. Paul Bowles has written music that runs in and out of the scenes, sometimes 
for a long interval, sometimes less. It seems to be a special gift of his, this writing 
music for a play that becomes a part of the play, strangely beautiful and 
strangely right.”294 John Chapman’s mention of Bowles’s contribution to the 
production is brief but peculiarly apt: “Paul Bowles’ music helps to break one 
spell or weave another, as need be.”295 
 In 1947, the composer signed a contract with Tomas J. Valentino, Inc., to 
issue a recording of his Menagerie music for “use by the Dramatists Play Service 
and or professional stock companies,”296 though it seems unlikely that Bowles 
was involved with the recording sessions (that was the year of The Sheltering Sky 
and his move to Tangier). In a letter to Glanville-Hicks dated July 1947, he wrote: 
                                                        
293 Samuel L. M. Barlow, “In the Theatre,” Modern Music 22/4 (May-June 1945): 277. 
 
294 Stark Young, “The Glass Menagerie,” New Republic, April 16, 1945. 
 
295 John Chapman, “’Glass Menagerie’ Is Enchanting Play.” 
 
296 MSS 163, Supplement to Paul Bowles Papers, University of Delaware. 
 
532 
“The records of The Glass Menagerie have been issued, on vinylite discs. But my 
name is nowhere to be seen. Do you think I should be indignant? I do.”297 
Though this set of recordings does not appear at all on WorldCat, there is 
currently a set of “seven cellulose acetate discs” in the Laurette Taylor Collection 
at the HRHRC, described in the Center’s database as  
Music cues for "The Glass Menagerie" on 7 discs: .1) Cue #1-2; 2) 
Cue #3-5; 3) Cue #6-10; 4) Cue #11-12a; 5) Cue #12b-14; 6) Cue #15-
16c; 7) Cue #17-18.”298 
 
This recording not only includes Bowles’s original music, it also includes various 
preexisting popular tunes, most likely those used in the original production (as 
suggested both by the published scripts and the various notes in Bowles’s score 
mentioned above), which sound as if they were arranged for more or less the 
same ensemble, with the addition of piano and drum set, and played in a sort of 
Dixieland jazz style. If this is, in fact, the recording mentioned above, or some 
                                                        
297 Paul Bowles to Peggy Glanville-Hicks, July 8, 1947, reprinted Bowles, In Touch, 175. 
 
298 D 0022.17 Oversize, Sound DB ID 1603, Laurette Taylor Collection, Manuscripts & Archives, 
HRHRC. I was unable to see the actual discs and the HRHRC digital catalog record makes no 
mention of the record label. Other recordings exist that are clearly different performances than 
those described here, though my access to the ones I have located so far has been via copies, so I 
have no further information regarding their original provenance. Two are in the Bowles 
Collection at the HRHRC: R 2465, Sound DB ID 10052, Paul Bowles Collection, HRHRC, 
described in the catalog as “Paul Bowles: Glass Menagerie, incidental music. Major records, 
performers unknown”; and D0038, Sound DB ID 12528, “Music for ‘Glass Menagerie’ by Paul 
Bowles.” 
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version thereof (or precursor thereto), it appears that it would have provided all 
the music needed for amateur productions. A recording of Bowles’s original cues 
(but without any of the popular tunes) on the Valentino label is still available 
from DPS, still sold without Bowles’s name anywhere on it. Both recordings vary 
in myriad details from the extant scores and may not have been the result of 
musicians reading directly from either.299 Shortly after authorizing the 1947 
Valentino recording, Bowles signed a contract in which he granted to DPS “the 
sole and exclusive rights to authorize the use of [his] music in connection with 
non-professional (amateur) performances of [The Glass Menagerie], at a rental fee 
of Five Dollars ($5.00) a performance” (20% of which would go to DPS).300 The 
same contract references that Valentino recording and its use for non-
professional performances. In 1964, Bowles signed a contract authorizing 
Caedmon Records, Inc. to record, manufacture, and sell worldwide a commercial 
recording of “The Music for THE GLASS MENAGERIE.”301 The Caedmon 
recording, remastered and reissued in 2000, is actually a more or less complete 
                                                        
299 [Paul Bowles], The Glass Menagerie, Valentino, CD, [1947]. 
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rendering of the play with a good amount of Bowles’s original music included.302 
On December 8, 1966, the CBS Playhouse radio program broadcast a more or less 
complete version of the play with much of Bowles’s original music included.303 
Several films have been made of Menagerie over the years, all of which 
deform the play in various ways. There was some talk of Bowles writing the 
score for the 1950 Hollywood version. Audrey Wood wrote to Charles Feldman 
of Famous Artists’ Limited in Beverly Hills, CA, “it does seem to me in view of 
the actual perfection of this music, in terms of this particular play, that it would 
be a pity not to take advantage of it when you get to the production of the 
picture.”304 A few weeks later she wrote to Bowles that “Warner Brothers still 
have made no decision on the music for THE GLASS MENAGERIE. The director, 
Irving Rapper, and Tennessee both would like your score used.”305 Later the 
same year, Bowles wrote to her: “It doesn’t seem a very good idea for the film 
people to be playing the records, although naturally nobody could stop them. I 
                                                        
302 Tennessee Williams, The Glass Menagerie, read by Montgomery Clift, Jessica Tandy, Julie 
Harris, and David Wayne, with music by Paul Bowles, CD 301(3), 1964, reissued 2000.  
 
303 This production may be heard at 
https://archive.org/details/TennesseeWilliamsTheGlassMenagerie. It sounds as if the music was 
newly recorded for this broadcast, or perhaps performed live with the rest of the play. 
 
304 Audrey Wood to Charles Feldman, June 1, 1949, Box 10, Audrey Wood Collection, HRHRC. 
 
305 Audrey Wood to Paul Bowles, July 19, 1949, Box 10, Audrey Wood Collection, HRHRC. 
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think they will merely set one of their own men to writing music that sounds like 
mine, and their problems will be solved. Why couldn’t I have been hired to write 
the entire score?”306 And to Williams: “I hope the [Menagerie] film turns out to be 
somewhat better than you seem to think it will. I also hope they use my music 
(for purely personal reasons)! But I suppose that now they’ve heard it they 
won’t. I wish they had been willing to let me do the film score for it. Or perhaps 
they would be.”307 In late fall of the same years, Williams wrote to Bowles to say 
that he wished he had “some good news to give you about the Menagerie music. 
All I can definitely say is that we made a great effort. [. . .] What came of it all I 
have not yet discovered.”308 The film was released the following year with a big 
Hollywood-style score by Max Steiner. A television film starring Katherine 
Hepburn was aired in 1973 with a score by English composer John Barry, which 
Rorem described in a letter to Bowles as “a pale imitation of yours”.309 For the 
most recent film version, released in 1987, Henry Mancini borrowed heavily 
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from Bowles’s original score. In 1957, choreographer José Limón made a ballet of 
Menagerie called Blue Roses with a score by William Lorin “based on themes by 
Paul Bowles.”310 Bowles’s music was used for Menagerie’s Italian premiere in 
1946, directed by Visconti; for the London premiere in 1948, directed by John 
Gielgud and starring Helen Hayes; and for many other foreign premieres of the 
play. It accompanied a 1961 world tour by the Theatre Guild’s American 
Repertory Company sponsored by the United States Cultural Program, as well as 
the play’s twentieth-anniversary Broadway revival in 1965, and another 
Broadway revival in 1983, the year Williams died. 
 
                                                        
310 June Dunbar, ed., José Limón: An Artist Re-viewed (New York: Taylor & Francis, 2000), 146. 
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CONCLUSION 
Above all, this study has sought to develop a methodology by which 
spoken-theater music can be meaningfully retrieved and reexamined in a 
scholarly context that still conveys something of its performative/dramatic 
origins and significance. That development is ongoing; no doubt better methods 
can (an hopefully will) be found. This is only a beginning—or, rather, a 
continuation of the beginning already made, in 1956 and 2011, by Burton and 
Davison. Though this process necessarily posits a good many hypotheses and 
raises even more questions, the central argument I have sought to advanced here 
is fundamentally that the spoken theater was an important venue for American 
musical production during the period from c. 1935-60, that it played a significant 
role in the careers of significant American composers, and that its music deserves 
some form of musicological attention. Perhaps along the way I have added some 
details to the biographical scholarship on Thomson, Blitzstein, and Bowles, and 
corrected a few others. 
So little research on the music of the American spoken theater has been 
accomplished to date that virtually every aspect of the genre and its history are 
open to further inquiry. I believe Lehman Engel’s role in American music history 
strongly warrants further study. Recalling other lesser-known theater composers, 
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musicians, and technicians might thicken our historical understanding of the 
milieu and the period. How was music used in African-American and other 
minority spoken theaters, and how might it be discovered to engage 
contemporary (or current) discourses about race, ethnicity, or nationality? What 
was the role of music in the Little Theatre and Regional Theatre movements? 
What might we learn from a musicological consideration of the musicality of 
other playwrights like Williams, and what might that contribute to future 
performances of their work? Music undoubtedly played a key role in the 
presentation of spoken-dramatic works for radio and television during this 
period and beyond, perhaps worthy of study. The various ways that music has 
been used with a specific play throughout its performance history might lend 
insight into the play itself and trends in its interpretation. Aside from, or in 
addition to, union determinations, at what aesthetic point does music for spoken 
drama become musical theater (as in, for example, Bowles’s score for Liberty 
Jones, discussed in the previous chapter, or Bernstein’s Peter Pan)? How has 
technology shaped the musical soundscapes of American theater? The work of 
American women composers during this period has only recently begun to 
receive musicological attention; perhaps women musicians made a greater 
contribution to the American theater during this period than existing scholarship 
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suggests, more on a par with their theatrical counterparts. What might newer, 
more broadly contextualized and interdisciplinary musicological methods 
uncover in this repertoire and the area of musical production that it represents? 
Musicologist Roger Savage notes that music for spoken dramas  
has rarely had much permanence in a theatrical context. Plays often 
fall out of the repertory, and where they do not, revivals have 
seldom felt dutybound to revive all or any of the original score. For 
example, the surviving music written for The Tempest in its various 
forms on the London stage in the first century and a half of its 
existence reveals a complex process of evolution, with 
contributions from at least ten composers; Racine’s Athalie had its 
choruses set at least five times; and Maeterlinck’s Pelléas et 
Mélisande generated at least three different sets of incidental music 
[. . .] in the first dozen years of its stage life. [. . .] But by and large, 
where ‘live’ performance is concerned, most incidental music has 
been bound for oblivion, unless, that is, some new use can be found 
for it outside the theatre.1 
 
In an age when most theater can barely pay for itself, it seems unlikely that any 
of the scores examined in the foregoing pages will be resurrected in the theater 
(with the possible exception of the Bowles, because it is available for theatrical 
use on recording). Even though many of the spoken-theater scores of this period 
were written for small ensemble—essentially chamber music—and contain much 
fine material, the cost of more than one or two live musicians is beyond the 
                                                        
1 Roger Savage, "Incidental Music," Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, Oxford University 
Press, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy.bu.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/43289 
(accessed November 28, 2015). 
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means of most American theater companies these days, and neither historicity 
nor musical curiosity plays much of a role in determining how a modern 
theatrical company allots its precious financial resources. In 2000, the Eos 
Orchestra, under the direction of Jonathan Sheffer, did present a concert of 
Bowles’s music that included a staged reading of excerpts from The Glass 
Menagerie with its original music.2 But a rare and noteworthy revival of the living 
newspaper Injunction Granted, in 2015, by the Metropolitan Playhouse in New 
York City, used newly-composed music.3 
Regardless of the fate of these works in performance, their very 
existence—and quantity—proves how rich a period this was for music in the 
American spoken theater. At no time before or since has the work of so many of 
our most original and sophisticated musical minds intersected so notably with a 
period of such brilliant—even definitive—American theater. Implicated in this 
assessment are the Federal Theater Project and other progressive American 
theater groups of the 1930; the influence of cinema on the uses of music in all 
                                                        
2 This performance, with Cherry Jones as Amanda and John Cameron Mitchell as Tom, may be 
viewed at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_WfR1PPlNTg.  
 
3 When I contacted the group’s director, Alex Roe, about the possibility of recreating Thomson’s 
original musical score, he initially expressed genuine enthusiasm but, in the end, such a 
reconstruction, especially given the fragmentary nature of the score as it survives among 
Thomson’s papers, not to mention the logistical complexity that would be involved in its 
reproduction, proved untenable. 
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forms of dramatic art; the theater as a space for queer musical identify-formation 
and the site of various modes of structural resistance, intimately bound up with 
the development of the so-called “American sound” in art music that was taking 
place at this time, with its polystylism, its aesthetics of borrowing, and its 
demotic impulse; and, finally, Thomson, Blitzstein, and Bowles themselves, 
singular musical minds, pioneers of that faction of American musical modernism 
willing to complicate, if not dismantle, cultural hierarchies and structures of 
power, working in close and fruitful collaboration with some of the American 
theater’s most creative and influential players—such as Houseman, Welles, and 
Williams. 
At the outset, I presented my justifications for the in-depth study of at 
least some of these “little lifeless abandoned musical bits,” music that has little 
chance of being heard again in performance, let alone resuming its original 
theatrical function. Now, at the conclusion, another justification suggests itself: 
these “unheard melodies” and so many like them, the work of exceptional artists 
with unique voices, destined by and large to silence, constitute in some respect 
an ideal subject for historical-musicological engagement, by virtue of the fact that 
no other discipline has the ability to open up a space where music that can no 
longer be heard can, nevertheless, live again after a fashion. In fact, this type of 
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music, less durable, more ephemeral than some, would seem to cry out for the 
attention of a music historian. Enduringly popular works like Carmen, West Side 
Story, Beethoven’s 9th, these still have their voices, they continue to speak for 
themselves. But history is full of smaller, more space-and-time-specific, 
contingent, specialized, less self-sufficient musics that may have lost their ability 
to capture the attention of performers and audiences (and financiers) but that 
preserve vast amounts of history, waiting to be recovered. If nowhere else, a 
dissertation seems the ideal space within which to construct and deposit that 
history. Which begs one question in particular: which music is disposable and 
which is not? What parts of our culture do we have a duty to preserve and recall, 
and what parts do other more pressing duties oblige us to neglect or forget? 
What are the criteria by which we decide? Durability? Popularity? Originality? 
Perhaps the quality of the scholarship generated by a particular body of music 
ultimately justifies its recollection and preservation beyond the archive. 
Thomson wrote his last spoken-theater score in 1959. The following year, 
Blitzstein scored his last spoken drama. Though Bowles continued to write 
theater music well into the 1990s, he wrote no more for American companies 
after 1968, and his last high-profile work for the New York theater dates to 1962. 
By the early 1960s, American music and American theater were moving in new 
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directions and setting out to explore new technological and stylistic realms.  
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